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ABSTRACT 
 
THE EFFECT OF PERSONAL NARRATIVE ON ETHOS  
IN PREACHING TO POSTMODERNS 
by 
Robert Gibbs Couch 
 This dissertation focused on the use of personal narrative (i.e., personal stories, 
anecdotes) in preaching. The study especially concerned the effect personal narrative has 
on a postmodern audience’s perception of a preacher’s ethos. Because the use of personal 
narrative has been debated in homiletics and because postmoderns’ suspicion of truth can 
hinder effective preaching to them, this is an important topic to study and understand. 
The hypothesis of this study was that the use of personal narrative will heighten a 
preacher’s perceived ethos with postmodern listeners. 
 Two hundred participants from twelve different United Methodist churches in 
Mobile County, Alabama, watched one of two videotaped sermons. Sermon A contained 
personal narrative Sermon B did not. Subjects also completed the “Postmodern Belief 
and Preaching Ethos Survey” which measured postmodern belief/attitude, perceived 
ethos, and perceived logos. Following the survey all subjects participated in a focus 
group discussion about preaching and personal narrative. 
 This study did not find a difference in the perceived ethos of the preacher between 
those who watched Sermon A and those who watched Sermon B. This study also found 
only weak correlations between personal narrative and ethos when preaching to more 
postmodern persons. However, qualitative research gathered did indicate the importance 
of personal narrative in preaching and how to use it best. 
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CHAPTER 1 
 
PROBLEM 
  
 The year 2000 was an eventful one for me. I graduated from seminary, started my 
first real ministry job, and married my wife all within the span of two weeks. As stressful 
as all of those major life changes were, the stress could not be compared to what I felt 
when I appeared before my annual conference’s Board of Ordained Ministry earlier that 
same year. In order to continue my trek toward ordination in the United Methodist 
Church, I needed the approval of this board. One of the critical parts of this process is the 
board’s review of my submitted, written sermon and Bible study. As if the stress was not 
enough, when I entered the room for this part of the process, I discovered that the primary 
reviewer of my sermon and Bible study has a PhD in biblical studies with a special 
interest in James, which was also the topic of my Bible study. The problem, however, 
came when he reviewed my sermon based on Hebrews 12:1-3 about “the great cloud of 
witnesses.” In this sermon I spoke of the encouragement gained from being surrounded 
by a great cloud of witnesses as individuals run the race of faith. As an illustration of this 
encouragement, I told a personal story about a time I was playing little league baseball, 
and while stepping up to bat, I noticed my brother watching and cheering me on. When 
the sermon reviewer came to this part of the sermon, he said something similar to, “Rob, 
I think this is an excellent illustration, except for one problem: you should have pretended 
that it was not about you.” Puzzled, I asked for clarification from the reviewer. He said, 
“I don’t believe you should ever use personal stories as illustrations. You should either 
look for illustrations outside of your own life, or change your own personal illustrations 
so that it seems they happened to someone else.” I was astounded that the reviewer was 
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recommending such a blatant lack of authenticity. This moment was the first time I had 
ever heard anyone suggest a ban on personal sermon illustrations, so I assumed it was 
merely the opinion of my reviewer. I soon discovered, however, that he was not alone. 
Since that day I have found many pastors who seldom, if ever, use personal examples, 
stories, or anecdotes, either because they were taught not to do so, were warned against 
their use, or for other reasons, do not utilize illustrations from their own life experience. 
 Charles Haddon Spurgeon likened illustrations in sermons to windows of a house; 
they both shed light on what is inside (317-18). Illustrations are an important part of 
constructing a sermon. Though the increasing popularity of pure narrative preaching has 
diminished the use of illustrations somewhat, using appropriate illuminating illustrations 
is still considered an important part of any preacher’s task. The continuing popularity of 
sermon illustrations is demonstrated by the thousands of Web sites, books, computer 
programs, and newsletters devoted to helping preachers find just the right illustration. 
This search is difficult because illustrations found in books or Web sites may illustrate a 
point well, but don’t necessarily fit the preacher. In her Beecher Lectures, Barbara Brown 
Taylor makes this point clearly: 
Secondary sources are welcome as long as they have passed through the 
preacher’s own mind and heart. The point is to speak in an authentic 
voice, so that those who have all but lost their trust in the spoken word 
find reason to listen, even a little, to someone who sounds as if he or she 
has genuinely covered the territory. (When God is Silent 108)  
 
Taylor emphasizes the need for truth telling and authenticity in what preachers say, 
especially in the stories they tell. Sermon illustrations need not only fit the topic but 
preachers as well.  
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 I contend that the need for integrity between illustrations and preachers is 
heightened when preaching to postmodern persons. Though postmodernism is defined at 
a later point, one of the critical issues in communicating with those in postmodern 
generations is authenticity (Clines 127-30; Boda 113; Sweet 215). Taylor goes on to say 
that some of the best illustrations are from one’s own life (When God 107). Another 
element of authenticity is the amount of openness and personal vulnerability 
communicators have with their postmodern hearers (Claypool 102; Clines 127; Johnston 
129-30). This need for authenticity and openness when communicating to persons in 
postmodern generations may indicate that a communicators need to use more personal 
illustrations in order to connect with this group of hearers. 
 My own anecdotal research has indicated that most preachers have already made 
up their minds about their use of personal illustrations in preaching. Well respected 
preachers of the faith such as Dietrich Bonhoffer and David Buttrick have discouraged 
their use. In his preaching textbook Buttrick goes as far as to say, “To be blunt, there are 
virtually no good reasons to talk about ourselves from the pulpit” (142). Other 
homileticians have stressed caution when using personal illustrations. Ilion T. Jones 
expresses commonly held wisdom on this subject in his 1956 preaching textbook when 
he writes, “Avoid putting yourself at the center of too many illustrations” (143). He then 
refers to John Oman, saying he “believes the relating of personal experiences to be 
permissible so long as one does not make himself the hero around which it all turns” 
(143). Certainly, caution in using personal illustrations is warranted. Issues regarding the 
appropriateness, frequency, and types of personal illustrations are important when 
choosing how and when to use them. Henri J. M. Nouwen acknowledges the inescapable 
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value of a minister’s own experiences in bringing healing to others; however, he cautions, 
“It would be very easy to misuse the concept of the wounded healer by defending a form 
of spiritual exhibitionism. A minister who talks in the pulpit about his own personal 
problems is of no help to his congregation” (87). Nouwen is clear to determine a line can 
be crossed when pastors use their own lives as a mine for sermon material. Interestingly, 
the dominant preaching textbook at the turn of the twentieth century, John A. Broadus’ A 
Treatise on the Preparation and Delivery of Sermons commended using life experience 
as a source of sermons illustrations (Broadus 232; Edwards 1: 664). With so many 
opinions about this subject, knowing the best way to preach in the current postmodern 
context can be difficult to determine. The use of personal illustrations may be the very 
thing needed to enhance communication with postmodern hearers, or their use may 
simply remain a matter of personal choice. The impact of first person narrative on 
postmodern hearers needs to be explored because preachers are charged to preach the 
Word. Phillip Brooks once wrote, “Preaching is bringing truth through personality.” The 
truth that preachers are charged with bringing is actually personality itself–the personality 
of Jesus, the Word. If not for practical reasons, preachers should consider the use of 
personal narrative because God came through personality. 
Statement of Purpose 
 The purpose of this study was to measure how the use of personal narrative in 
preaching affects the perceived ethos of a preacher during a preaching event, especially 
by postmodern hearers. Participants’ postmodern belief and attitude was measured by a 
researcher-designed instrument entitled “The Postmodern Belief” survey. This survey is 
the first part of the two-part survey entitled the Postmodern Belief and Preaching Ethos 
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Survey (see Appendix A). Following this survey, participants watched one of two 
videotaped sermons preached by a previously unfamiliar preacher. Participants were then 
surveyed about their assessment of the preacher’s ethos, or general feeling of 
trustworthiness, and their assessment of the preacher’s logos, use of logical argument. 
This assessment was done using the ethos and logos subscales of James C. McCroskey 
and J. J. Teven’s “Source Credibility Measures.” The two surveys together were entitled 
“Postmodern Belief and Preaching Ethos Survey” (see Appendix A). Half of the 
respondents watched a sermon that contained personal narrative. The other half of the 
respondents watched a sermon that did not utilize personal narrative. The preacher, the 
basic content of the sermon, and the setting of the sermon were the same for both groups 
of respondents. A comparison of the ethos scores for both preaching events determined if 
any correlation between ethos and the use of personal narrative exists. Further 
comparisons explored if persons demonstrating a higher degree of postmodern belief and 
attitude responded more favorably to the sermon containing personal narrative. The 
participants in the study also joined a focus group discussion I led that provided valuable 
qualitative data about sermon illustrations, the use of personal narrative, and preaching in 
general. Hopefully, this research will help preachers decide how best to communicate 
with those in postmodern generations.  
Research Questions 
 In order to fulfill the purpose of this study the following research questions have 
been identified: 
 1. What impact does the use of personal narrative have on the perceived ethos of a 
preacher? 
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 2. In what ways does a more postmodern person’s perception of ethos differ from 
a less postmodern person’s perception in response to the use of personal narrative?  
 3. What other factors might account for these findings? 
 4. How are sermon illustrations, especially ones containing personal narrative, 
most effectively used? 
Definition of Terms 
  I defined the principal terms for the purpose of this study. 
Ethos 
 Ethos describes the overall trustworthiness of a speaker perceived by an audience 
within a particular speech act. The level of ethos will be measured by the Postmodern 
Belief and Ethos Survey which utilizes the ethos subscale of McCroskey and Teven’s 
source credibility measures. The term “ethos” is defined in Webster’s New Century 
Dictionary as, “the distinguishing character, sentiment, moral nature, or guiding beliefs 
of a person, group, or institution” (227). Though similar, the definition of ethos that will 
be used throughout this study is its meaning in the communications field especially as it 
relates to Aristotle’s three proofs of speaking: pathos, logos, and ethos. This definition of 
ethos has to do with the perceived trustworthiness projected by a speaker during a speech 
act. Unless otherwise noted this understanding of ethos is used in this study. 
Postmodern/Postmodern Generations/Postmodern Persons 
 Postmoderns, postmodern generations, and postmodern persons describe persons 
who exhibit a high level of postmodern belief and attitude. Though postmodernism is 
described more fully in Chapter 2, in general, postmodern persons are suspicious of 
claims of absolute truth (Guder 38-39). This suspicion of truth has led to an increased 
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acceptance of pluralism, which allows for the acceptance of many understandings of truth 
that are sometimes even contradictory (Newbigin 14, 17, 47, 100). Postmoderns are also 
uncomfortable with modernity’s emphasis on the individual and, therefore, desire to 
experience community more fully (Guder 43). Their suspicion of truth and desire for 
community heightens their desire for authenticity in relationships and in communication 
(Sweet 220-21; Clines 127). Many acknowledge that Generation X was the first fully 
postmodern generation (Burnett 55; Guder 44; Arthurs 187; Boda 1-4). Though not all 
persons in Generation X and younger exhibit postmodern thought and attitudes, many in 
Generation X and the following generation, sometimes referred to as Generation Y, tend 
to exhibit postmodern thoughts and attitudes. When referring to those in Generations X 
and Y, the term postmodern generations will be used. When referring to persons who 
exhibit postmodern thinking and attitudes, the term postmoderns or postmodern persons 
is used. Since postmodern thinking and attitude occurs in every generation the degree to 
which persons in this study were determined to be postmodern was derived using the 
researcher-designed Postmodern Belief Survey. This survey has four subscales: the future 
subscale, the community subscale, the narrative subscale, and the truth subscale. 
Together these four subscales determine the degree to which participants in the study are 
postmodern in their beliefs and attitudes. 
Personal Narrative 
 Personal narrative is defined as appropriate examples, stories, and anecdotes from 
a preacher’s own life used in sermons. Appropriateness has to do with the intent of the 
preacher in using a particular story, example, or anecdote (Long 221). If the use of 
personal narrative is integral to the main themes, movements, or points of a sermon, then 
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it is considered appropriate. In general, illustrations are understood as homiletic devices 
used to illuminate points of sermons. Recent developments in preaching, which have 
moved away from expositional preaching and more toward narrative preaching styles, has 
diminished to some extent the need for illustrations that illumine points; however, 
illustrations still continue to be an important part of preaching. Do not confuse the term 
used in this study personal narrative with narrative preaching. Narrative preaching is an 
inductive method of preaching in which the sermon unfolds like a story, rather than a 
point-by-point exposition. For the purpose of this study personal narrative will be used to 
describe any self-sharing, personal story, example, or anecdote used in a sermon whether 
the sermon is narrative or expositional.  
Context of Study 
 This study took place in various communities throughout Mobile County, 
Alabama. Mobile County is located along the Gulf coast of Alabama and was settled 
originally by the Spanish over three hundred years ago. Throughout its history this region 
has been under Native American, Spanish, French, Confederate States, and United States 
control. Mobile has a wonderful cultural mix due to its rich history and its important 
maritime industry. The presence of a huge Roman Catholic population, several Jewish 
congregations, a strong Greek Orthodox community, and the many protestant believers 
reflect the cosmopolitan nature of Mobile. In spite of this assuredly cosmopolitan feel, 
Mobile is still a thoroughly southern town with thoroughly southern culture. One aspect 
of this southern culture is storytelling. Being born and raised in the south, I have 
observed how important storytelling is to persons in this culture, especially the ability to 
tell one’s own story. 
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Methodology 
 The purpose of this study was to measure how the use of personal narrative in 
preaching affects the perceived ethos of a preacher during a preaching event, especially 
by postmodern hearers. This study was a quasi-experimental, posttest only, nonequivalent 
control group research project that examined the relationship between ethos and first 
person narrative, especially in preaching to those in the postmodern generations. I gave 
participants the Postmodern Belief and Preaching Ethos Survey, and told them to 
complete the demographic data and to answer part one of the survey entitled 
“Postmodern Belief Survey.” After completing this part of the survey, participants 
watched one of two different sermons: Sermon A or Sermon B. Sermons A and B were 
virtually identical (see Appendixes D and E). The primary difference between the two 
was that Sermon A contained the use of personal narrative, and Sermon B did not. 
Following the viewing of either Sermon A or Sermon B, subjects were instructed to 
complete the Sermon Response Survey that included the ethos and logos subscale from 
McCroskey and Teven’s Source Credibility Measures. This survey of twelve questions 
using seven-point Likert scales measured the ethos perceived by the hearers from the 
preacher in the sermon they watched. Information about which generation the participants 
occupy was also taken as well as the participant’s gender. I then analyzed the data to 
determine if any correlation between the level of ethos perceived by the participants 
existed, depending on which sermon was viewed. Further analysis determined if any 
statistically significant correlation between subjects’ postmodern belief and attitude and 
their perception of the preacher’s perceived ethos existed. 
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Participants 
 The participants in this study were persons ages 18-81 and older who voluntarily 
participated in the study. These persons participated in one of thirteen survey groups from 
twelve different churches. The participants were primarily white, middle-class to upper 
middle-class citizens of Mobile County, Alabama. All of them were very active in their 
local churches. Most of them were involved on Sunday mornings as well as being active 
in additional Bible studies throughout the week. Participants lived in a variety of different 
settings. Some lived in very urban environments, while others lived in very rural 
communities. A majority of the participants, however, lived in locales which would be 
considered suburban. The group of participants included 105 women and 95 men. In all, 
two hundred people participated in this study. 
Variables 
 This study involved several different variables. The dependant variable is the level 
of ethos perceived by audience members after viewing one of two different sermons. 
Each sermon is an independent variable. Sermon A contains the use of personal narrative. 
Sermon B does not use personal narrative. A third independent variable is the level of 
postmodern belief and attitude as indicated by the researcher-designed Postmodern Belief 
Survey (see Appendix A). Intervening variables included gender, age/generation group, 
as well as the logos perceived by hearers while listening to the sermon. 
Instrumentation 
 The instrumentation used in this study was a three-page survey entitled 
Postmodern Belief and Preaching Ethos Survey (see Appendix A). This survey included 
two different survey instruments. The first was the researcher-designed “Postmodern 
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Belief Survey.” This survey contained sixteen attitude scale statements. Each statement 
was indicative of postmodern belief about which subjects could agree or disagree. The 
strength as to which a person agreed or disagreed was measured on a five-point Likert 
scale with the following choices: Strongly Agree, Agree, Neutral, Disagree, and Strongly 
Disagree. The sixteen questions consisted of 4 subscales: Future, Community, Narrative, 
and Truth.  
 The second instrument included in the survey was entitled Sermon Response 
Survey. This instrument comprised of the ethos and logos subscales of McCroskey and 
Teven’s source credibility measures. This survey utilized semantic differential as it 
contained twelve bipolar adjectives separated by a seven-point Likert scale. These word 
pairs measured the perceived ethos and logos of the preacher. The questionnaire also 
surveyed demographic data including the participant’s generation group and gender.  
Data Collection 
 I collected data from two hundred persons who were part of the thirteen different 
groups in twelve different churches. The groups ranged in size from three to thirty-two. I 
spent approximately one hour with each group in their respective churches to collect the 
data. I asked all two hundred participants to read the instructions on the surveys and 
complete the “Demographic Information” of the survey and then begin responding to the 
16 questions in the Postmodern Belief Survey portion of the survey. Next, I showed one 
of two videotaped sermons: Sermon A or Sermon B. Ninety-two of the participants saw 
Sermon A containing personal narrative. The remaining 108 of the subjects saw Sermon 
B containing no personal narrative. At the conclusion of each showing of sermons A and 
B, I instructed the participants to complete the Sermon Response Survey portion of their 
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survey in its entirety. I gave special instructions about the semantic differential scale used 
in order to eliminate confusion. Following the completion of the survey participants 
returned them to me. Once the surveys were returned, I led a focus group discussion with 
each Bible study group. I audio-taped and transcribed these discussions for analysis. 
Delimitations and Generalizability 
 This study focused on Bible study participants active in United Methodist 
Churches in the Mobile County portion of the Mobile District of the Alabama-West 
Florida Conference. I made efforts to choose a representative sampling of active Bible 
study participants in this part of the Mobile District by selecting a variety of churches that 
differ in terms of their geography, race, socio-economic group, and size. Though the 
sampling did include a diversity of churches that yielded a representative diversity of 
persons, the sampling was not random; therefore, generalizability of this study is limited.  
 Further complicating the generalizability of the study is the fact that great 
differences in the size of the groups sampled at each church existed. The smallest sample 
group was three and the largest was thirty-two. This disparity made comparing and 
contrasting the different church groups difficult, so a comparison between groups was 
limited.  
 Some inferences that might be drawn, however, include the level of postmodern 
belief and attitude throughout the sample. Though many would assert that postmodern 
belief and attitude would be less in the deep south than in other parts of the United States, 
the level at which it is found in our churches among faithful Bible study attendees may be 
surprising. The extent to which postmodern attitude and belief extends into all 
generations is also informative. Though not necessarily fully representative of the 
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population, due to the lack of randomization, the diversity of the sample gives helpful 
insight into how many in the churches may have postmodern beliefs and attitudes. The 
diverse sampling also provided important qualitative data about sermon illustrations, 
personal narrative, and preaching that would be helpful to most preachers serving in 
Mobile County. 
Biblical and Theological Foundations of the Study 
 One of the simplest, yet complete, definitions of preaching comes from Brooks 
when he wrtes, “Preaching is the bringing of truth through personality” (16). No better 
example of truth being brought through personality exists than the incarnation of God in 
Jesus Christ. The great prologue in the Gospel of John proclaims boldly of this 
unprecedented move of God to become flesh: 
In the beginning was the Word, and the Word was with God, and the 
Word was God. And the Word became flesh and lived among us, and we 
have seen his glory, the glory as of a father’s only son, full of grace and 
truth. (John 1:1, 14, NRSV) 
 
This glorious pronouncement of God’s ultimate revelation demonstrates the inherent 
connection that can exist between personality and truth. John begins by saying that the 
Word (logos) of God is a person who was with God in the beginning. This person of the 
word was no mere observer to the creation of the world, however. The text says that this 
Word person was the conduit through which creation was made and that creation’s very 
existence has its total dependence upon him. This Word is the very essence of life. Not 
only is the Word life, but it is an overpowering light that can dissipate strong darkness. 
As this opening revelation progresses, the curtain is drawn back in such a way as to begin 
to reveal who this Word person is. It tells of an eyewitness named John who encourages 
persons to believe in this light. As the words poetically tumble forth, a listener begins to 
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realize that this Word person is none other than Jesus. Jesus, the Word of God and the 
light of the world, would be born of flesh so that those on earth born of flesh could be 
born of God. Not only would Jesus be born of flesh, he would “live among us” (John 
1:14). A more literal translation of this passage is that he “pitched his tent” (McGrath, 
Understanding Jesus 114). Essentially, God made his home among humanity in a way he 
had never done before. This Word made flesh would be full of grace and truth. 
 The Gospel of John makes a clear connection between the Word of God and truth. 
In fact, the word truth is used as many as twenty-five times in the Gospel of John. Many 
of these references directly link Jesus, Jesus’ preaching, and the Spirit (presumably the 
Spirit of God) with truth. In 1:17, John makes an assertion about the truth that the Word 
of Jesus brings as it relates to the law: “The law indeed was given through Moses; grace 
and truth came through Jesus Christ.” In a sense, John is elevating the truth of the Word 
of God above previous revelations of truth. Most likely in the Judaism and Christianity of 
the late first century during which the Gospel of John was written, the law was revered 
and understood to be a truthful revelation from God. However, this revelation of truth 
through the person of the Word, Jesus the only son of God, is truth as it has never come 
before. 
 God’s choice to reveal this truth through human personality, when so many other 
modes of communication might have sufficed, is peculiar and interesting. The Gospel 
writers, especially Matthew and Luke, go to great lengths to underline how ordinarily 
God’s embodiment of truth came into the earth. Though Matthew details Jesus’ Davidic 
and Abrahamic ancestral lineage, he quickly reports Jesus’ simple birth to simple people 
and their subsequent fleeing to Egypt from danger. Similarly, Luke traces Jesus’ ancestry 
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back to David and beyond but portrays simple shepherds attending him following his 
birth. The Word became flesh and dwelt among people in the form of a seemingly 
ordinary person, perhaps even less than ordinary. Truth came via personality, the 
personality of Jesus.  
 That God would choose to reveal truth this way heightens the task of a preacher in 
proclaiming the Word of God. The Word preachers have to preach is not a written word, 
an angelic pronouncement, or a thunderclap of clarity. The Word given to preach is the 
person of Jesus Christ, and the only way that can be done is through our own 
personalities. The gravity of this truth was only first fully realized by Martin Luther as he 
reflected on the preaching task. Though preaching the Word and the Word were not the 
exact same thing, in his understanding, their power was the same (Edwards 1: 287). 
Following Luther, Karl Barth made this connection even more explicit as he explained 
that when the gospel is preached, God speaks (424). Human personality, however, seems 
to be a strange way through which the truth of God would be heard. Even the holiest of 
persons (except Jesus) falls short of being worthy of speaking forth such truth. This 
choice by God is one of the great mysteries of the Gospel and God’s working in the 
world. This mystery may have prompted St. Paul to write these words:  
For it is God who said, “Let light shine out of darkness,” who has shone in 
our hearts to give the light of the knowledge of the glory of God in the 
face of Jesus Christ. But we have this treasure in clay jars, so that it may 
be made clear that this extraordinary power belongs to God and does not 
come from us. (2 Cor.4:6-7) 
 
Somehow, the power of the truth, even the power of the incarnation is tied up into the 
weakness and frailty of its container. Why God chose to reveal so clearly his truth 
through the incarnation is a mystery. An even greater mystery exists in why he would 
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choose such imperfect, fallible people to proclaim this truth throughout history. 
Overview of Study 
 Chapter 2 of this work is a review of the selected literature about ethos, 
postmodernism, and the use of first person narrative in preaching. Chapter 3 contains the 
methodology of this study. Chapter 4 describes the results and major findings of the 
research. Chapter 5 provides a discussion of the findings, an interpretation of the 
research, and suggestions for future study.  
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CHAPTER 2 
LITERATURE 
Purpose 
 The purpose of this study was to measure how the use of personal narrative in 
preaching affects the perceived ethos of a preacher during a preaching event, especially 
by postmodern hearers. The following review of relevant literature explores four main 
areas: (1) the biblical, historical, and theological foundation of preaching, (2) the 
development of ethos in communication theory, (3) the understanding of postmodernism 
and how it affects the church’s task, and (4) a tracing of the debate regarding personal 
narrative preaching. The conclusion of this section attempts to demonstrate succinctly the 
relationship among these three areas, which warrants this study. 
Biblical, Historical, and Theological Foundation of Preaching 
 In this biblical, theological, and historical examination of the proclaimed word, I will 
examine the theological and historical significance of the personalities through which we 
have heard truth taught throughout the Bible and throughout the ages (Edwards 1:3-21; 
Larsen 19-62). Biblically, I have examined the use of personal narrative in the preaching 
of Jesus and Paul. In addition to looking at how these figures utilized personal narrative, 
discussion about how use of personal narrative could be based in the theological doctrine 
of the incarnation is also made. Historically, I have traced the use of personal narrative in 
Christian preaching from the early Church fathers to the present day. Together, these 
three sources provide a solid foundation on which to explore the use of personal narrative 
in preaching today. 
Knowing how long Christian preaching has occurred can be difficult. Throughout 
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the Old Testament, prophecy and other kinds of discourse that may be considered 
remnants of publicly preached words are found. Preaching was also a standard form of 
religious communication in the synagogue in the days of the early Church. Though some, 
such as O.C. Edwards Jr., may dispute the extent to which utterances recorded in the New 
Testament can be considered preaching, they are at the least evidence that public 
proclamation in the Christian church has been a part of its entire history (1: 5-10).  
The Person of Jesus 
  
 This idea of the incarnate God, the incarnation, or the God-human that Jesus was, 
has been debated hotly through the centuries. The ability of Jesus to be both God and 
human at the same time did not, and in some ways still does not, fit our categories of 
thought. Though N. T. Wright makes a strong case that the incarnate God was a natural 
expectation of first century Jews, subsequent thinkers influenced by Greco-Roman 
thought had trouble fully understanding and explaining how God could be incarnate (56). 
The Christological controversies of the second, third, and fourth centuries forced the 
church fathers to express in the best ways they knew, how the incarnation could be 
understood. This expression done primarily in response to the various Christological 
challenges became the dominant orthodox view. The many different Christological 
“heresies” largely existed because persons could not understand how Jesus could be both 
human and divine. The Arians denied that Jesus was God but believed he was a created, 
changeable being (Livingstone 38-39). The Nestorians held that in Jesus were two 
persons: one divine and one human. In response, Eutyches went too far in responding to 
the Nestorian heresy, and his understanding overly comingled the human and divine 
natures of Christ (354-55). The orthodox understanding of the Incarnation was set forth in 
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a series of councils. Though these councils did not fully end the controversies concerning 
the true nature of Christ as being both divine and human, they did create a predominating 
viewpoint on which the Church still stands (for the most part) today. The councils of 
Nicaea, Constantinople, Ephesus, and Chalcedon all served to define the Christian 
understanding of the Incarnation (Livingstone 106; McQuarrie 230-35). One of the major 
developments during the Christological controversies of this era was the use of 
homousios, the Greek word meaning “of one substance,” to describe the sameness of the 
Father and the Son (Livingstone 38). This Greek word essentially means that God truly 
was incarnate in Jesus, and they truly are of the same essential substance. St. Athanasius, 
an important church leader during the councils at Nicaea and Constantinople, once said, 
“God became man so that we might become God” (qtd. in McGrath, Understanding 
Jesus 114). In his book, Understanding Jesus, Alister E. McGrath speaks of the powerful 
way in which God suffers with humanity. The Incarnation goes far beyond God simply 
knowing what people feel, to feeling actually what they feel (118). McGrath writes, “In 
turning to God we turn to one who knows and understands” (118). In a very real sense, 
the incarnate God, Christ Jesus of Nazareth, is the clearest example of personal sharing, 
personal revelation, and personal sacrifice. The Incarnation is the personal sharing of 
God. As Rudolph Schnackenberg writes, “Jesus is God’s eschatological revealer in whom 
God utters himself” (88). Jesus is God’s revelation through personal narrative (McGrath, 
Christian Theology 15-19; Wright 51, 56-58; 38-39; Davies 13-21; Athanasius 43; Wells 
612-17).  
 Another one of the most poignant ways the Incarnation is explained in the 
Scriptures is in what has been called the kenotic hymn, found in Philippians 2:5-11. Paul 
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makes use of this hymn to draw direct parallels between God’s incarnation and the call to 
the church at Philippi to “have the same mind that was in Christ.” Having this unity of 
mind is achieved by being like Christ in his Incarnation, suffering, and death. Through 
the Incarnation Jesus chose to empty himself instead of grasping at equality with God and 
seeking empty glory as Adam had done in the Garden of Eden (Fee 91; Hooker 504-06). 
Jesus is the premier example of considering others better than oneself. The truth that the 
Incarnation makes clear, according to Gerald F. Hawthorne, is that God’s “true nature is 
characterized not by selfishness, but by an open-handed giving” (85). Perhaps most 
remarkably, through the Incarnation as depicted in the kenotic hymn, Jesus took on the 
status of a slave and became obedient even to death on the cross. How someone equal to 
God could become a slave, and even face death, seems inconceivable. This shocking use 
of language indicates the lengths to which God went in order to reach humanity (Fee 91; 
Hooker 502, 508). Essentially, what Paul is asking the church to do is to be incarnational. 
Obviously, being in human form with varying statuses, preachers today cannot be 
incarnational to the degree that Christ Jesus was incarnational. However, God’s example 
through the Incarnation beckons preachers to consider others better than themselves and 
go to great lengths to communicate the love of God to God’s people.  
 The focus of this study was to examine the relationship between ethos and the use 
of personal narrative in preaching, especially in communicating to postmodern persons. 
Though some people may assert that Jesus did not employ personal narrative as normally 
understood, Jesus’ preaching ministry was marked by the use of personal narrative in 
ways. One way his unique use of personal narrative can be seen is in Matthew 12:47-50. 
In this pericope, Jesus taught crowds presumably in a house or other structure. According 
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to the text, someone reported to Jesus that his mother and brothers were standing outside. 
While still teaching, Jesus replied, referring to his disciples, “Here are my mother and my 
brothers! For whoever does the will of my Father in heaven is my brother and sister and 
mother.” Though this example is a unique form of personal narrative, it is an example of 
Jesus’ personal life featured in the midst of his teaching.  
 Jesus is seen more clearly using his unique form of personal narrative throughout 
the book of John. Much of John is characterized by the twenty-nine times Jesus uses the 
phrase, “I Am” (Schnakenberg 79). In ten of these twenty-nine instances, Jesus utilized I 
Am with a predicate. These phrases make up what are called the seven I Am sayings of 
Jesus in John, in which Jesus used metaphors to describe himself. For instance, in John 
15 Jesus said, “I am the vine, you are the branches. Those who abide in me and I in them 
bear much fruit, because apart from me you can do nothing” (John 15:5). In this extended 
metaphor, Jesus taught his disciples about his relationship to the Father and the 
relationship that Jesus had with his followers. Though this example is clearly a metaphor 
and not a story, it does demonstrate how Jesus used himself as an example in his 
teaching, and it represents Jesus’ unique use of personal narrative. Another example of 
Jesus’ unique use of personal narrative can be found in John 14:6, where Jesus said of 
himself, “I am the way, and the truth, and the life. No one comes to the Father except 
through me.” With these sayings, Jesus linked himself, God, and the common symbols of 
the ancient near eastern world together, which still communicate powerfully today 
(O’Day 601; Barrett 292; Schnackenberg 79-81). 
 Another example of Jesus’ unique use of personal narrative is in the many Son of 
Man statements found throughout the Gospels. When Jesus spoke of the Son of Man, he 
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spoke about himself: both his own experience and also prophecy about the future. In the 
synoptic Gospels, most of the Son of Man references have to do with what will happen to 
the Son of Man in the future, either at the time of Christ’s suffering or the eschaton. One 
exception can be found when Jesus said to a scribe, “Foxes have holes and the birds of 
the air have nests; but the Son of Man has no place to lay his head” (Matt. 8:20). Using 
somewhat enigmatic language, Jesus discussed the difficulty of being his disciple. These 
non-eschatological uses of the Son of Man are more common in John. For instance, Jesus 
said, “Very truly, I tell you, unless you eat the flesh of the Son of Man and drink his 
blood, you have no life in you” (John 6:53). Jesus’ self-referential use of Son of Man is 
yet another example of his unique use of personal narrative. 
 Though Jesus’ use of personal narrative is unique and different from the ways it is 
used in preaching today, Jesus’ primary means of communicating the truth was through 
the use of narrative and illustration. Throughout the four Gospels one may find Jesus 
using many illustrations as he draws examples from nature, government, commerce, 
agriculture, and other common everyday happenings. Though not always using personal 
examples, Jesus is nonetheless expressing truth through his personality and is helped by 
utilizing rhetorical devices of his day.   
The Person of Paul 
 Paul is the best example in the Bible of someone who utilizes his personal 
experience in ministry when communicating and preaching. Examples can be found 
throughout his letters and other biblical records of his speech in Acts. Paul is a 
tremendous example of what incarnational ministry and incarnational preaching looks 
like. Asserting anything about Paul’s preaching without caveat is difficult. According to 
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Edwards, no recorded sermons can be found within the texts of the New Testament 
(Edwards 1: 5-10). While this statement is not agreed upon by all, no exact transcripts of 
Paul’s preaching exist in the New Testament. However, in his book, James W. Thompson 
makes a strong argument that the content and character of Paul’s preaching can be 
gleaned by looking at the letters he wrote (21-36). Because Paul mostly wrote letters to 
churches in which he had preached, Thompson’s assertion seems plausible. From time to 
time, Paul even references particular themes that he has obviously addressed in previous 
oral interaction. Assuming that Thompson is right, and one can make assertions about 
Paul’s preaching from his letters, Paul frequently used personal narrative in his 
preaching. 
 Paul’s use of personal narrative in his letters is numerous and varied. 
Interestingly, this particular aspect of Paul’s writing is seen most frequently in the 
undisputed Pauline letters, which are 1 Thessalonians, 1 and 2 Corinthians, Philippians, 
Philemon, Galatians, and Romans. Personal narrative is almost nonexistent in the 
disputed letters. One exception in the undisputed list is Philemon, which is very personal 
in nature and contains many first-person references, but it does not contain the kind of 
personal narrative relevant to this study. Another exception in this list would be Paul’s 
letter to the Romans. Because this letter predates Paul’s personal interactions with the 
Roman church, it is decidedly less personal and contains only a few references in 
Romans 7 and 15, which both seem to fit the personal narrative being studied. Paul’s 
most pervasive use of personal narrative can be found in 1 and 2 Corinthians, letters 
written to a community with which Paul had much contact. Paul also makes significant 
use of personal narrative in Galatians and Philippians. In the following paragraphs, I 
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detail a few of these many references. 
 In 1 Corinthians, chapters 9 through 11, one finds what might be called Paul’s 
incarnational ministry mission statement. Throughout these chapters, Paul makes 
frequent use of the first person and refers to his own experience often. This section 
concludes with Paul’s bold statement admonishing the Corinthian people to be “imitators 
of me, as I am of Christ” (1 Cor. 11:1). Before this quote, however, Paul makes a strong 
statement about the kinds of things he is admonishing the Corinthians to emulate: 
To the Jews I became as a Jew, in order to win Jews. To those under the 
law I became as one under the law (though I myself am not under the law) 
so that I might win those under the law. To those outside the law I became 
as one outside the law (though I am not free from God’s law but am under 
Christ’s law) so that I might win those outside the law. To the weak I 
became weak, so that I might win the weak. I have become all things to all 
people, that I might by all means save some. (1 Cor. 9:20-22) 
 
These words about Paul’s incarnational understanding of ministry and mission help 
explain why he would make such frequent use of personal narrative, especially when 
communicating with those whom he knows and who know him best. Though Kenneth 
Burke would not postulate his rhetorical theories about identification for another two 
thousand years, which appear later in this study, Paul’s understanding of the power of 
identification and even becoming one with his audience is clear (Heath 375). Paul’s 
practice seems to run counter to advice given by many that pastors need to avoid personal 
references in their preaching. 
 In addition to holding himself up as an example, Paul uses personal narrative in 
other ways as well. One such way is through personal testimony. The beginning of 
Galatians is an excellent example of Paul’s development of ethos in a letter (Hogan and 
Reid 47-48). In part he develops this ethos by telling the story of his conversion:  
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You have heard, no doubt, of my earlier life in Judaism. I was violently 
persecuting the church of God and was trying to destroy it. I advanced in 
Judaism beyond many among my people of the same age, for I was far 
more zealous for the traditions of my ancestors. But when God, who had 
set me apart before I was born and called me through his grace, was 
pleased to reveal his Son to me, so that I might proclaim him among the 
Gentiles, I did not confer with any human being. (Gal. 1:13-16) 
 
Paul goes on to detail the experiences of his life and ministry. Personal testimony can be 
a powerful rhetorical tool, especially when one has a dramatic conversion such as Paul’s. 
Paul’s testimony here in Galatians demonstrates the extent to which God can literally turn 
a person’s life around and further solidifies Paul’s authority as an apostle called and sent 
by God. At other times, Paul uses personal narrative as he is honest about his weaknesses 
and struggles. The most famous of these weaknesses most likely would be the enigmatic 
“thorn in the flesh,” to which Paul refers in 2 Corinthians. In this section of the letter, 
Paul talks about the pitfalls of boasting. Paul reveals that part of what keeps him from 
boasting is the mysterious “thorn” given to him, which he has asked God to remove three 
times. God replied, “My grace is sufficient for you, for power is made perfect in 
weakness” (2 Cor. 12:9). Much debate has occurred about what this thorn might be. Over 
the years, I have heard a number of speculations ranging from blindness to 
homosexuality. Identifying this thorn, however, is unimportant to this study. Paul was 
quite open about the struggle he had with this thorn. Through the use of sharing this life 
experience, Paul is able to communicate truth very powerfully as he connects with his 
audience in a personal way. 
Prior to speaking about this thorn in which he boasts, Paul relates a story about a 
person he knows who was caught up in a “paradise.” Paul states that he would boast 
about this kind of experience for someone else, but not for himself. Interestingly Paul is 
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not speaking about someone else. He is telling about his own experience but telling it as 
if it occurred to someone else. Why Paul obfuscated his identity is difficult to know. One 
reason Paul may have told this story as if it happened to someone else may be because his 
experience was “beyond words,” and he did not want to talk explicitly about himself 
because he could not (Best). Paul also may have been referencing a previous issue with 
the Corinthians about the need for a person’s authority to be verified by signs and 
wonders (Best; Sampley). Most likely, Paul’s choice to tell this personal story as though 
it happened to someone else is because it fit best with his argument throughout this 
section of 2 Corinthians. Throughout, Paul has been boasting about not boasting, even 
through he has every reason to boast. By telling this story about a miraculous vision, as if 
it happened to someone else, he is boasting without boasting. Then, he furthers the 
argument, as seen above, by boasting not in miraculous signs but through weakness. The 
shielding of oneself when talking about a personal experience may have been a common 
rhetorical practice of Paul’s time (Sampley). Paul’s use of this convention is not well 
veiled in the text, so some may argue that Paul’s utilization of it actually emphasizes the 
fact he is speaking about his own personal experience (Sampley; Best). 
 Paul’s use of personal narrative is not necessarily prescriptive for current day 
preaching. However, Paul’s liberal use of this device in order to set an example for the 
churches he served is obvious. This use helped Paul identify and connect with his 
audience by being honest about his own struggles and shortcomings. Though descriptive 
and not necessarily prescriptive, Paul’s use of this rhetorical device may indicate that it 
does have value for preaching today. 
 
 
  Couch 27 
 
The Persons of Preaching through History 
  
One of the earliest evidences of personal illustration in preaching outside of the 
New Testament is in a sermon preached by Origen, a third century church father from 
Alexandria. Origen made personal references in his sermons throughout his preaching 
(Edwards 1: 45). In his typical allegorical, exegetical style, he describes a spiritual 
encounter based upon the Song of Songs: 
God is my witness that I have often perceived the Bridegroom drawing 
near me and being most intensely present with me; then suddenly He has 
withdrawn and I could not find Him, though I sought to do so (Edwards 1: 
45). 
 
This type of sharing of a very personal spiritual experience made Origen’s preaching so 
powerful and popular among listeners of his day (42-46). 
 Origin is not the only church father to use personal narrative within his sermons. 
Gregory of Nazianzus, one of the Cappodocian fathers of the fourth century, in a epideitic 
sermon written for his deceased brother, recalls his experience in school with his brother 
Caesarius: 
Bred and reared under such influences, we were fully trained in the 
education afforded here, in which none could say how far he excelled 
most of us from the quickness and extent of his abilities—and how can I 
recall those days without my tears showing that, contrary to my promises, 
my feelings have overcome my philosophic restraint? The time came 
when it was decided that we should leave home, and then for the first time 
we were separated, for I studied rhetoric in the then flourishing schools of 
Palestine; he went to Alexandria, esteemed both then and now the home of 
every branch of learning. Which of his qualities shall I place first and 
foremost, or which can I omit with least injury to my description? 
(Edwards 2: 44) 
 
Gregory of Nazianzus was known as a gifted orator “who reveals himself in his 
speeches” (Edwards 1: 62). Though this use of personal narrative was by no means a 
central feature in sermons of this time period, it was not uncommon. 
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 Another example of the use of personal narrative in the history of the early church 
can be found in the story of Polycarp’s martyrdom. Polycarp, a leading church official 
living in Roman Asia in the middle of the second century, was arrested because of his 
faith in Christ (Livingstone 1305). Under the threat of execution, Polycarp refused to 
recant his Christian beliefs. In response to his captors’ insistence that he renounce his 
faith, Polycarp utilized personal narrative. He said, “For eighty and six years have I been 
his servant, and he has done me no wrong, and how can I blaspheme my King who saved 
me” (qtd. in Page, Capps, and Rouse 325). Because of this valiant and personal refusal to 
decry his faith, Polycarp’s captives burned him at the stake. Polycarp’s story is an 
example of the power of confession and personal testimony as personal narrative 
(Livingstone 1305-06, Page, Capps, and Rouse 322-45). 
 In the fourth century, Augustine, the Bishop of Hippo, did much to shape 
Christian preaching as the Church was beginning to enter the era of Christendom. His 
writings including On Christian Doctrine and Confessions have mixed implications for 
this historical look at the relationship between ethos and preaching. Like those before him 
and since, Augustine emphasizes the importance of ethos in communication: “But 
whatever may be the majesty of the style, the life of the speaker will count for more in 
securing the hearer’s compliance” (164). He also admonishes preachers to fulfill all three 
of his conditions for communicating Christian truth: perspicuity, beauty of style, and 
persuasive power (164). While not admonishing preachers to be confessional in their 
preaching, his autobiographical Confessions demonstrates the extent to which Augustine 
understood lived experience to be the unfolding story of human souls seeking rest in God. 
Interestingly, Augustine is among the first to suggest that preachers utilize others’ 
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sermons. In chapter 29 of On Christian Doctrine, an entire section is entitled, “It Is 
Permissible for a Preacher to Deliver to the People What Has Been Written by a More 
Eloquent Man than Himself” (166). Augustine describes the conditions when preaching 
someone else’s sermon is better than to say things one does not mean. The fact that the 
author of one of the most honest and open autobiographies ever written would commend 
something akin to plagiarism (in our understanding) is odd, but at the heart of his 
provision for such action is a desire for integrity within the preacher (Edwards 2: 100-
01). 
 Augustine’s greatest contribution to preaching and rhetoric, however, was his 
understanding of ethos. He firmly linked the life of the preacher outside the act of 
preaching to the life of the preacher displayed through the sermon. Though Augustine did 
not go as far as to equate the efficacy of preaching to the efficacy of the word preached, 
he believed that one’s preaching is helped by the quality of one’s life (164). Augustine 
was keenly interested in speech and wrote extensively about the proper use of speech. 
The highest, most pure forms of speech, for Augustine, are confession and praise 
(Griffiths, Lying 85-100). One may infer that for Augustine the best kind of preaching 
would involve these expressions of speech (Griffiths “Lecture”). In his book, Sacred 
Rhetoric, Michael Pasquarello, III indicates that Augustine was careful to transcend being 
merely a rhetorician (14-35). Pasquarello believes that Augustine recognized a 
connection “between Incarnation and rhetoric, the temporal lifeblood of the proclamation 
of God’s Word through preaching” and that this connection was “established from the 
start” (17). Augustine embraced the use of rhetoric in preaching, but emphasized the 
importance that preachers know and believe the God of Scripture. 
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  Leading up to and through the Middle Ages, sermons were decidedly unoriginal. 
Much from this period are model sermons given to preachers to use in composing their 
own sermons. For obvious reasons, personal narrative is rare in this period, yet an 
unmistakable emphasis on the holiness of a preacher’s life exists. In his work, “On the 
Formation of Preachers,” Humbert of Romans makes this point clear: “Goodness of life is 
necessary for every preacher” (Edwards 2: 208). In spite of this emphasis on integrity 
between preachers’ lives and their words, preaching was most likely less personal 
because of the use of model sermons.  
  The Renaissance set the stage for an explosion of new and fresh Christian 
preaching during the Reformation. A return to classical antiquity was one of the principal 
catalysts of change during the renaissance and the humanist movement it spawned. This 
shift led to an interest in studying the Scriptures in their original languages, and an 
embrace of the eloquence put forth in Greco-Roman rhetoric centuries before by the likes 
of Cicero, Quintilian, and Aristotle (Edwards 1: 271). Though some speculation exists 
about the extent to which Erasmus effected subsequent preaching during the 
Reformation, his work Ecclesiastes “was innovative in the extent to which it drew 
explicitly on classical rhetoric” (Edwards 1: 278). Erasmus also emphasized the 
inexorable link between preachers and their preaching; “The life of the preacher must be 
a lived sermon” (Edwards 1: 275). This era of Christian preaching was especially relevant 
because of the effects of the black plague in society. This more relevant preaching “was 
achieved chiefly through anecdotal and story-telling sermons and homilies” (qtd. in 
Larsen 129). The force and effect of humanism was a catalyst to the preaching of John 
Calvin, Martin Luther, and Philip Melancthon (Edwards 1: 269-79; Larsen 128-29). 
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 Humanism may have set the stage for the Reformation to take place, but Martin 
Luther was the seminal player who changed not only the Church but Christian preaching 
forever. Among his many reforms, Luther radically reoriented the focus of the Church 
and Christian worship on preaching, even surpassing the importance of the Sacrament. 
Luther began to equate, or come close to equating, preaching with the power of the Word 
of God. Luther writes, “For the preaching of the gospel is nothing else than Christ 
coming to us, or we being brought to him” (121). Luther understood preaching to be 
“fully the Word of God as the incarnate Lord and the written Scripture” (121). This 
understanding would later be drawn out by Barth who emphasized a direct connection 
between preaching and the very speaking of God himself. An examination of sermons 
from Luther during the Protestant Reformation reveals a more personal character to 
preaching, seemingly absent in preaching of the Middle Ages. In his “Sermon on II 
Corinthians 3:4-6” Luther is confessional about his desire not to preach. Though these 
personal references fall short of personal narrative as defined in this study, his preaching 
is still indicative of the more personal turn that began during this period of the history of 
preaching (Edwards 2: 248-53). 
 In general the preaching of Wesley did not seem to include much personal 
narrative. Wesley is known as a “man of one book” whose sermons were so replete with 
Scripture that he rarely wrote more than three lines without somehow quoting or referring 
to Scripture. Though a cursory review of his sermons did not find any great amount of 
personal narrative, one of his most well-known sermons, “Catholic Spirit,” did include 
his sharing about his belief: 
I believe infants ought to be baptized; and that this may be done either by 
dipping or sprinkling. If you are otherwise persuaded, be so still, and 
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follow your own persuasion. It appears to me, that forms of prayer are of 
excellent use, particularly in the great congregation. If you judge 
extemporary prayer to be of more use, act suitable to your own judgement. 
My sentiment is, that I ought not to forbid water, wherein persons may be 
baptized; and that I ought to eat bread and drink wine, as a memorial of 
my dying Master: however, if you are not convinced of this act according 
to the light you have. I have no desire to dispute with you one moment 
upon any of the preceding heads. Let all these smaller points stand aside. 
Let them never come into sight “If thine heart is as my heart,” if thou 
lovest God and all mankind, I ask no more: “give me thine hand.” (2) 
 
John Wesley’s use of personal narrative in this example makes his plea to fellow 
Christians more personal and endearing as he asks them to “take his hand.” 
Some of the best examples of personal narrative in preaching can be found in 
sermons of African-American preachers during the post-Civil War period. Two examples 
of this style can be found in the preaching of Charles Albert Tindley and the folk 
preaching of John Jasper. Tindley, a Methodist preacher who served a congregation of 
seven to ten thousand persons in Philadelphia, structured his best known sermon, 
“Heaven’s Christmas Tree,” on a story based on a personal experience he had while 
pastoring in Wilmington, Delaware. Jasper, a little-educated preacher born into slavery, 
used personal narrative throughout his preaching. His sermon, “De Sun Do Move,” is 
dominated by confessional, first-person telling of his own story. Though less frequent, his 
sermon entitled “The Stone Cut Out of the Mountain” also contains some use of personal 
narrative. These preachers represent a more personal, narrative, and confessional style 
which has come to be a feature of black preaching (Edwards 1: 535-38, 546-52; 2: 420-
37). 
One of the most interesting preachers who made substantial use of illustrative 
material in his sermons is Spurgeon. Spurgeon was a Baptist pastor in London who 
preached to thousands of people in South London at his Metropolitan Tabernacle. 
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Spurgeon printed thousands of sermons and produced numerous preaching helps for the 
preachers of his day. Though Spurgeon had many critics as well as admirers, his effect on 
the preaching in his era is difficult to contest. One of his important contributions to 
preaching was his writing on illustrations in sermons. He likened illustrations in a sermon 
to windows in a house. They are both needed in order to shed light on what is inside. In 
one of the lectures to his students, Spurgeon says, “Windows greatly add to the pleasure 
and agreeableness of a habitation, and so do illustrations make a sermon pleasurable and 
interesting” (317). Though Spurgeon did not invent the sermon illustration, he certainly 
endorsed their frequent use and demonstrated their value in illuminating the ideas in his 
sermons. A review of a few of his many sermons reveals a personal and relational tone 
along with occasional references to persons within his congregation; however, no 
illustrations containing personal narrative were found (Edwards 1: 455-62; Lischer 316; 
Spurgeon 317-23). 
Preaching in the Twentieth Century 
 The twentieth century saw drastic changes in preaching, not the least of which 
was the popularity of what became known as pastoral care or therapeutic preaching. The 
best known practitioner and definer of this change in preaching is Harry Emerson 
Fosdick, who understood preaching to be pastoral counseling on a large scale 
(“Preaching” 396-400). In his well- known essay, “What’s the Matter With Preaching 
Today?” Fosdick states, “Only the preacher proceeds still upon the idea that folk come to 
church desperately anxious to discover what happened to the Jebusites” (10). Fosdick’s 
preaching and teaching points to the fact that preachers need not only to exegete Scripture 
but to exegete the emotional and psychological needs of their congregations as they 
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prepare sermons. A review of some of Fosdick’s sermons reveals that he had a very 
personal rapport with his congregation and often referred to shared common human 
experience (Riverside Sermons 1-53). Though most of his illustrative references came 
from elsewhere, Fosdick did make occasional use of personal narrative. Regardless of 
how frequently he used personal narrative in his sermons, Fosdick and the preaching as 
pastoral care movement seriously readjusted the focus of preaching from exposition of 
Scripture to identifying the needs and desires of the congregation (Edwards 1: 664-73; 
Lischer 395).  
 A survey of preaching today would find that preachers’ use of personal narrative 
in their sermons varies widely. Though homiletics professors such as Buttrick and 
Richard L. Eslinger strongly discourage speaking of oneself in the pulpit and other 
practitioners inappropriately speak too much about themselves exist, most preachers are 
somewhere in between these extremes (Eslinger 95-100; Buttrick 141-43). Influential 
homileticians such as Taylor and John Claypool encourage the use of personal narrative. 
Others, such as J. Ellsworth Kalas and Thomas G. Long endorse its use but recommend 
restraint (Kalas, Soul Preaching 108; Long 200-04). Still others, such as the father of the 
new homiletic, Fred Craddock, and Eugene L. Lowry, place greater emphasis on whether 
or not sermons have a good narrative structure rather than quibbling about whether one 
should or should not use personal illustrations (Lowry 11). Clearly today, however, the 
popular preachers who serve in megachurches have made up their minds and use personal 
narrative frequently. Saddleback’s Rick Warren, Willow Creek’s Bill Hybels, and Joel 
Osteen, the pastor of Lakewood Church, the largest church in America, allow personal 
narrative to be integral to their preaching. Hybels and Warren have had an especially 
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profound impact on preaching within the evangelical part of the church as they have 
successfully marketed and shared their methods of preaching (Edwards 1: 785-93, 800-
21; 2: 605-17). Personal narrative in preaching most likely will continue to be used 
extensively in the twenty-first century. 
 Preaching is and has always been truth coming through personality. This fact was 
no more evident than when truth came to the world in Jesus, God incarnate. Though his 
use of personal narrative was unique, his life story as the self-giving, self-sacrificing God 
among humanity was, in its very essence, what the use of personal narrative in preaching 
can be. Throughout the history of the church, preachers of the faith, such as Paul, Origen, 
Augustine, Jasper, and Hybels have all utilized personal narrative in their preaching to 
greater and lesser extents.  
Ethos 
 This section examines ethos’ development and role in both the world of rhetoric 
and the world of the Church. 
Ethos in Rhetoric 
The concept of ethos in terms of rhetoric was first developed by Aristotle as one 
of the three “proofs” necessary for a speaker to persuade an audience (24-31). These 
three proofs, ethos, logos, and pathos, occur during a speech act and convince an 
audience to think or act differently. According to Aristotle, the most important of these 
proofs is ethos. In fact, he asserts that ethos is “the controlling factor in persuading” 
(Baumlin 265). This controlling factor of persuasion was defined by Aristotle as “the 
element of speech that presents the speaker as trustworthy” (Baumlin 266). 
Understanding that Aristotle’s definition of ethos is limited only to trustworthiness 
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communicated by a speaker in a particular speech act is important. Aristotle did not 
consider people’s outside reputation or even their previous encounters with members of 
their audience as part of their ethos (265-66). A “speaker’s moral character is to be 
constructed within (and solely by means of) the speech itself” (265). Aristotle’s 
understanding of ethos was influenced by his teacher Plato, who emphasized “right 
rhetoric” in response to the prevalence of ethopoeia in Greek culture. Ethopoeia was the 
discipline that aided persons in testifying before Greek courts where they had to defend 
their actions and character without the aid of a gifted rhetorical advocate. Lysias was a 
particularly gifted practitioner of this discipline. He was especially known for his “skill in 
making clients appear trustworthy” even when they were not (Baumlin 265). Practitioners 
such as Lysias would use rhetoric to help these persons appear as trustworthy as possible. 
This disingenuous use of rhetoric prompted Plato to advocate for more ethical rhetoric. 
Though Plato never used the term ethos, he developed a concept of it. For him, ethos was 
“premised on the moral, and ultimately, theological inseparability of the speaker-agent 
from the speech act” (Baumlin 264). This understanding most assuredly influenced 
Aristotle in elevating the trustworthiness of a speaker above all other proofs (Baumlin 
265-66; Edwards 1: 12; Hogan and Reid 60; Willimon, Pastor 157). 
 As previously mentioned, Aristotle’s definition of ethos was constrained to the 
trustworthiness of a speaker as demonstrated in the speech act. This concept of ethos 
would soon be supplemented, and in some ways, supplanted by wider definitions of 
ethos. This change of meaning would be especially true in Rome, where the concept of 
ethos in a speech act could not be separated from ethos in everyday life. Cicero, a Roman 
orator, inherited Aristotle’s three proofs, which he adapted for his culture. His 
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understanding of ethos, however, differed slightly. Instead of ethos being about the 
trustworthiness of the speaker, ethos was really “a milder form of pathos” (Baumlin 268). 
For Cicero ethos dealt more with the style of delivering a speech with the intent of 
delighting the “milder feelings” (Baumlin 269; Edwards 1: 12). With this development, 
the definition of ethos began to be mingled in with pathos and lost the distinctiveness that  
Aristotle originally meant it to have. While the Aristotelian notion of ethos within the 
speech act was being lost, a more Platonic understanding was being renewed by Cicero’s 
student Quintillian. Quintillian emphasized the importance of the character of the 
speaker, which led to what is often quoted as the rhetorical ideal being: “A good man 
skilled in speaking” (Baumlin 269). This re-definition of ethos continued with Augustine 
as he followed Cicero’s rhetorical lead. Though Augustine understood ethos in Cicero’s 
terms, in he “refused to reduce ethos to an aspect of style” (Baumlin 269), asserting that 
“whatever may be the majesty of the style, the life of the speaker will count for more in 
securing the hearer’s compliance” (Augustine 164). Ethos gradually continued to be 
related to a speaker’s character not only within a particular speech act, but in all of life. 
Ethos in the Middle Ages and through the Enlightenment took on even greater 
significance as human understanding of itself became more and more individualized. 
Though identity in the Middle Ages was mostly seen as communal, the increasing ability 
of persons to transcend their social class and status began to lead to a breakdown in their 
corporate identity of family. This breakdown began to lead toward a more enlightened 
understanding of a divided self. This change is demonstrated by Machiavelli, who 
expressed, “It is not necessary for a prince to possess such qualities as mercy, loyalty, 
humaneness, honesty, and Christian faith, though it is truly necessary that he appear to 
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have them” (Baumlin 271). Thus, reminiscent of Lysias’s discipline of ethopoeia, a break 
between character and persona is seen. What one appears to be is beginning to become 
more important than who one really is.  
This idea of projected persona became even more pronounced with the nineteenth 
century enlightenment development of a more distinct notion of author. Michel Foucault 
writes extensively on the development of this concept of the author “whose ‘coming into 
being’ constitutes the privileged moment of individualization in the history of ideas, 
knowledge, literature, philosophy, and the sciences” (Baumlin 271). Now through the 
extensive use of the printing press, and this development of the importance of authorship, 
people are able to, in a sense, place themselves within texts. In this increasing turn toward 
the individual and self-hood, the speaker/author became the focus, and the importance of 
one’s audience faded into the background. This development was seen most profoundly 
in the Romantic poets’ work, as “the speaker concentrated on transmitting to the listener 
as closely as possible the stirrings of his or her own heart” (274). Aristotle’s 
understanding of ethos as it relates to persuading an audience was essentially nonexistent; 
the author/speaker was all that mattered (271-74). 
In the twentieth century, a resurgence of an Aristotelian understanding of ethos 
occurred. Due to the proliferation of mass media, a person’s ethos within a particular 
speech act has become critically important. Rhetoricians are now able to speak to 
millions of persons with whom they essentially have no relationship. As in Lysias’ day, 
countless numbers of ghost writers, media coaches, and public relation consultants exist 
to ensure that someone projects the highest level of credibility. One of the most helpful 
ideas during this postmodern era of rhetoric in relation to ethos is the concept of 
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identification developed by Kenneth Burke (Baumlin 266). Influenced by Marx and 
Freud, Burke understood estrangement to be one of the common human conditions from 
which human persons seek relief. One of the great human needs is to transcend their 
individuality, so that they can “share substance” with other persons, an experience Burke 
calls “consubstantiality” (Charland 617). This high level of sharing one’s self is achieved 
through identification. In order to identify with one’s audience, a rhetor is able to show 
an audience that he or she is one of them and therefore, is more trustworthy (Baumlin 
266). The job of a rhetorician then is to find common ground and demonstrate common 
substance with their audience through identification. Classical rhetoric, influenced by 
Aristotle, focused on persuasion; however, Burke and other postmodern orators have 
discovered that identification is a critical prior step to persuasion. Though Burke would 
have a broader definition than just the uttered words of a speech act, identification sounds 
very much like Aristotelian ethos (Burke 20-23). The power of identification, however, is 
not without its problems. This feature of rhetoric, which enables rhetoricians to connect 
so powerfully, can be and has been used for evil purposes. Though the negative potential 
of identification is without doubt, rhetoricians such as Jim W. Corder and S. Michael 
Halloran see identification, not as just “composing ourselves” but as “making our ‘world 
open to the other’… as ‘we keep trying to enter their world and bring them into ours” 
(Baumlin 277). This kind of consubstantiality can be a potent force for forming a speaker 
and audience together into a movement (Burke 20-23, 55;  Baumlin 277; Heath 375-77; 
Charland 617). 
The development of identification as a concept in rhetoric has led to an 
understanding of what is called constitutive rhetoric. Constitutive rhetoric posits 
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rhetoricians create a new persona for their audiences through the use of rhetoric. This 
rhetoric is powerfully demonstrated in the life of César Chávez as discussed by John C. 
Hammerback and Richard J. Jensen. Chávez’s rhetoric was extremely effective in 
organizing farm workers into a unified force for collective bargaining. Hammerback and 
Jensen demonstrate how Chávez was able to use rhetoric to form his supporters into a 
new identity. Constitutive rhetoric forms the audience in three basic ways: It “asserts a 
fundamental collective identity for its audience, offers a narrative that demonstrates that 
identity, and issues a call to act to affirm that identity” (Charland 616). Therefore, the 
audience is constituted in its identity by a narrative for a purpose. In a sense, constitutive 
rhetoric turns an audience into an army. The key to delivering true constitutive rhetoric is 
to enact a high level of identification between the speaker and the audience. Chávez 
could not have produced the potent army of farm workers and other supporters “unless he 
himself embodied the substantive message of themes, arguments, and explanations” 
(Hammerback and Jensen 125). One of the tools with which Chávez successfully created 
this second persona of his audience was the use of sharing his personal story as well as 
the stories of others, so not only did Chávez embody the message he also talked about 
how his own experience is like that of his audience’s. One’s personal story “participates 
in the stories of those who have lived, who live now, and who will live in the future” 
(52). Those who study constitutive rhetoric trace its roots back to the fourth-century 
Sophists, especially Gorgias. His oratory was said “to have been based in its capacity to 
enthrall an audience, not addressing their reasoning faculty, but poetically transforming 
their very experience of being” (Charland 618). This power of rhetoric is wrought by all 
three Aristotelian “proofs.” But, as Aristotle asserted long ago, the most important of 
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these is ethos (Baumlin 265). Rhetoric delivered by a person with a high degree of 
trustworthiness who identifies with his or her audience can form an army ready to do 
great things. 
Ethos in Preaching 
For the Christian, ethos has always extended beyond the speech act of the 
sermon. Separating a preacher’s persona within a speech act from their persona in 
everyday life is virtually impossible. For the purposes of this study, in order to isolate the 
impact of personal narrative on ethos, I am using the Aristotelian definition, which refers 
to the level of trust perceived by an audience within the bounds of a particular speech act. 
However, because ethos in preaching goes beyond this narrow definition, a more broad 
definition will be explored. In his book, The Celtic Way of Evangelism, George G. 
Hunter, III asserts that St. Patrick’s communicative power, especially his ability to 
identify and communicate to the Celtic people, was a primary reason his mission in 
Ireland was so successful. Hunter writes, “Much of the unusual communicative power of 
the Celtic Christian movement was attributable to the ethos of its communicators and its 
communities” (57). Hunter goes on to discuss intrinsic ethos, which describes the 
Aristotelian definition, and extrinsic ethos, which is the broader definition of ethos and 
includes the speaker’s trustworthiness and character outside of a speech act. Hunter notes 
that St. Patrick’s extrinsic ethos had a direct impact on his intrinsic ethos when preaching 
to the Celts. The inexorable link between a preacher’s life and a preacher’s ethos has 
been expressed again and again throughout Christian history as seen in the historical 
foundation portion of this study. Augustine emphasized the need for those who preach 
not only to live rightly but to believe what they preach (99). Humbert of Romans stressed 
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the holy life of the preacher (Edwards 2: 208). One of today’s great preachers, Kalas, also 
urges pastors who seek to preach God’s word to take care of the condition of their souls 
(Soul Preaching 10-11). In their book on rhetoric and preaching, Lucy Lind Hogan and 
Robert Reid point out that many pastors may be uncomfortable with this fact but 
comment, “For those of us who preach, the personal character, our ethos is fundamental 
to whether or not the message we preach will be accepted or rejected” (50). Preachers’ 
ethos, both intrinsic and extrinsic, is critical to communicating their message. 
Ethos in preaching goes even beyond the Aristotelian and neo-Aristotelian 
definitions. Returning to St. Patrick, G. Hunter asserts that Patrick’s rhetorical success in 
part was due to his ability to identify with the Celtic people by creating 
“consubstantiality” and “identifying with some of the people’s beliefs, attitudes, values, 
needs, issues, and struggles, and by speaking their language and communicating within 
their thought patterns” (Celtic Way 61). Referring to Kenneth Burke’s research, Hunter 
demonstrates that preaching has the ability to create both the persona of the preacher and 
the persona of the audience (61-62). Similarly, Ronald J. Allen goes as far as to say, “The 
delivery of a sermon has a social effect. Indeed the mode of delivery embodies both the 
content of the sermon and the way in which people relate in the Christian community” 
(“Social Function” 184). In a sense, a sermon can have the power to reconstitute the 
congregation. Allen further remarks, “If you use angry language, they may be impacted 
and relate angrily to one another. If you are caring, it may create a more caring 
community” (184). Preachers’ ethos in their sermons can affect not only how they are 
perceived and how their messages are understood, but it can actually impact the ethos of 
their congregations in powerful ways (McManus 141; R. Allen, “Social Function” 171-
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84). 
Postmodernism 
 In this section postmodernism is defined and examined as it is understood in both 
the world and the church. The final part of this section reviews the literature relating 
specifically to preaching to postmoderns. 
Defining Postmodernism 
 
The first difficulty with defining postmodernism is determining if it really even 
exists. There are several schools of thought on this subject. Many, such as Anthony 
Giddens, believe that too much has been made of postmodernism as an entirely new era 
of thought and understanding. Persons in this camp believe that postmodernity’s 
characteristics are simply another phase of modernity, albeit a radicalized version of it 
(Guder 37-38). Similarly, Tom Oden describes postmodernism as “ultra-moderism’ 
modernism which has born fruit and gone to seed” (qtd. in Gibson 178). Others, such as 
Jurgen Habermas, believe that postmodernity is the inevitable dead end of the 
Enlightenment (Arac 25). Essentially, thought has run aground on “the problem of reason 
limited to its instrumental use and thereby failing to affirm its communicative value” 
(Guder 38). Taking this line of thinking a step further, others such as Jean-François 
Lyotard believe that ultimately the framework of the Enlightenment was inherently 
faulty, so we “cannot depend on it to move us forward” (38). The difficulty with the term 
postmodernism and all of its various derivatives is that it seems to make a judgment on 
modernity when “the fact that the extent and implications of this change are not fully 
clear” (38). Others believe that the experience of the present age, which has so far been 
labeled postmodernism, is a societal and intellectual shift of epic proportions (37-38). 
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Interestingly, proponents of this idea can often be found among church people. Diogenes 
Allen asserts, “A massive intellectual revolution is taking place that is perhaps as great as 
that which marked off the modern world form the Middle Ages. The foundations of the 
modern world are collapsing, and we are entering a postmodern world” (2). Though 
people are unsure of the extent to which postmodernism is truly post modern consensus 
says change is occurring. The shifts occurring in literature, science, architecture, religion, 
and popular culture indicate that people are asking questions that the Enlightenment has 
been unable to answer. Similar to new religious movements that arise when existing 
religions cease to be relevant, the postmodern worldview has arisen from the failure of 
the Enlightenment, which emphasizes reason and empiricism, to answer the questions 
people are now asking (Burnett 54-55). Stanley J. Grenz sums up this change nicely, 
“Scholars disagree among themselves as to what postmodernism involves, but they have 
reached a consensus on one point: this phenomenon marks the end of a single worldview” 
(12). The hegemony of modern thought has ended.  
 Nearly everyone agrees that postmodernism is a response or reaction to 
modernism. Donna J. Haraway defines modernism and postmodernism as “inverse twins” 
(191). Others have suggested that whatever modernism is, postmodernism seeks to be the 
opposite. Though stated strongly, these statements reflect the reactive nature of 
postmodernism and, therefore, the best way to begin understanding postmodernism is in 
the ways it differs from modernism. The bedrock difference between the two has to do 
with epistemology. The Enlightenment project brought humanity to the place in which it 
began to believe that it could rationally and empirically know certain truths. Modernism 
held an optimistic belief that reason could lead to knowing inviolable truths about the 
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way the world works. Modernity’s love of reason and empiricism, however, did not 
remain applied only to the sciences. Soon, persons began to extrapolate overarching 
truths about all areas of life, developing meta-narratives for human culture. Literature 
was one of the nonscientific areas where modernism’s influence was felt as persons 
began to assert its ability of “providing categories whereby people can organize and 
understand experiences of reality” (Burnett 54). In late modernity, people began to 
question the ability of such narratives to speak for all of humanity and then started to 
notice the relationship between power, words, and meaning. This discovery led to a 
process of deconstruction through which these relationships could be recognized and 
analyzed. Philosophers such as Jean Baudrillard, Michel Foucault, and Jaucques Derrida 
then began to deconstruct the language used in other disciplines and recognized the role 
power plays in determining truth and even reality. The result of this pervasive 
deconstruction is that truth has become relative. Hearing someone say, for instance, 
“That’s true for you, but not for me” is not uncommon. In postmodernity, knowledge is a 
construction, and truth is mediated. A shift from epistemology to hermeneutics has 
occurred. This change in emphasis means that in order to understand the various 
constructions of knowledge and the many different “truths,” one must attempt to get 
behind the words on the page and determine their true meanings (Burnett 54-55; Guder 
37-44; Arthurs 180-82; R. Allen “Preaching” 34-48; Butler D1; Tuttle 10-11; Murphy 9-
14; Fernando 21-22; Keck 134-135; Loscaizo 406-10; Lose 33-34). 
 The result of this changing understanding of knowledge and truth is another 
characteristic of postmodernity: pluralism. Because all knowledge is constructed, and 
truth is mediated between persons, many understandings of truth exist. Though they may 
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be contradictory claims of truth, a tenet of the postmodern age is that no one person has 
the truth. Though no absolute knowledge and truth exist, truth abounds in the postmodern 
world. Truth has become a pragmatic social agreement in order to provide temporal 
support structures for society, life, and thought. This new view has led to a more 
localized understanding of truth. Instead of overarching claims of widely accepted truth, 
truth agreements are held in various communities where persons live and work, such as 
the particular scientific communities, religious communities, and even the local church or 
small group. Bedrock foundations of truth that largely typified modernity have been 
replaced by temporary truth supports that can be moved and changed by consensus of 
community, or new communities can be formed around new plausibility structures. In the 
postmodern, pluralistic world, truth is seen as perspectival and provisional where the only 
absolute truth is that many truths are held by many different persons and communities. 
Because of this pluralistic understanding of truth, many postmoderns do not speak in 
terms of right and wrong. Today, instead of right and wrong, persons have begun to use 
“values language” (Newbigin 17). Because no right and wrong seems to exist, what now 
has become important is living up to socially constructed understandings of values. 
Heightening pluralism is the ever-increasing plural society found in the United States. 
Access to new cultures and the increasing spread of non-Judeo-Christian religions in the 
heartland of America bring persons face-to-face with the question, “Why is my 
understanding of truth, inherently better than another’s?” All of these factors contribute 
to a pluralist society in which pluralism is taking hold (R. Allen, “Preaching” 37-38; Lose 
11-12, 17; Guder 42-43; Loscaizo 409-10; Newbigin 14, 17, 47, 100; Arthurs 180-82). 
 Postmodernity also rejects modernity’s extreme individualism. Many trace the 
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beginning of the Enlightenment to René Descartes’ statement, “I think therefore I am” 
(Murphy 9-14). Whereas, before the Enlightenment when persons were more identified 
with their families and communities, the modern era has created a myth of autonomous 
individuals who are able to act independently. Robert N. Bellah et al. describe the effects 
of modernist individualism in American culture and the subsequent desire for community 
that arose from this condition. Postmodernity’s reaction to modern individualism is an 
increased desire for community but with difficulties understanding and expressing that 
need (20-21). Several authors envision postmodernity’s dissatisfaction with individualism 
as a call for “the resurgence of community” and hopefully, believe a “recapturing of the 
communal spirit may be on the horizon” (Loscaizo 410). Guder speaks more realistically 
about postmodernity’s struggle with individualism in its desire for community. He states 
that “Postmodernity is searching for an individuality beyond the empty construct of 
Western individualism and for a community greater than the social forces that influence 
it” (42). However, in the current globalized, technological, pluralist world, community 
can be difficult to create. Though some persons believe the proliferation of online 
communities enabled by the Web are a positive development in society, Guder believes 
postmoderns are searching for face-to-face ways of interacting and creating community 
(43). Postmodernity is an era in which the self has been, at least, partially decentered, but 
struggles to move into workable communal interactions (Guder 43; Loscaizo 410-11; 
Sweet 220-21; Newbigin 222-23). 
 In sum, the basic understanding of postmodernity is that it is a world where the 
ability of people to know has been questioned, little understanding for absolute truth or 
overarching meta-narratives exists, and a society of individuals are waking up to the 
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fallacy of the individual but struggle to relate in community. In postmodernity a great 
debate rages about the extent postmodernity really is post modern at all, or if it is really 
just another stage of the Enlightenment. In his book, Edward W. Said reminds his readers 
that postmodernism is a very Western phenomenon. There are people, especially 
scholars, throughout the world who are “still concerned with modernity [original 
emphasis] itself, [which is] still far from exhausted, still a major challenge in [cultures] 
dominated by turath (heritage) and orthodoxy” (329). The recent upheaval in Syria over 
the publication of images of the prophet Muhammed in Danish newspapers attests to the 
fact that a large part of the world has not undergone many of the effects of modernity. 
Regardless of whether one believes he or she is in a new era or simply believes he or she 
is in a new phase of a previous one, the literature suggests that something new in the 
Western world is occurring and that former ways of thinking, perceiving, and acting are 
giving way to new ones. 
The Church’s Response to Postmodernism 
 As R. Allen points out in his article “Preaching and Postmodernism,” preachers 
are sometimes slow to think about postmodernism because they think it is some 
philosophical debate being carried on in colleges and universities; however, a recent 
bumper sticker seen by Allen that read “Question Reality” demonstrates the 
pervasiveness of postmodernity in today’s culture (34-35). Generally two groups of 
responses found within this review of the literature exist: those who generally see 
postmodernity as a problem for the church and those who see it as an opportunity. For the 
most part, the authors investigated, though in differing ways, see the new era of 
postmodernity as an opportunity for the church to assert itself anew.  
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 One of the most complete discussions of the society in which the Western church 
finds itself is Newbigin’s work. His exhaustive critique of postmodernity’s embrace of 
pluralism warrants a considerable description of his position. Basically, Newbigin is 
uncomfortable with postmodernity’s assertion that no exclusive claim on truth can be 
made, especially as it relates to religious truth. He describes religious pluralism as such: 
Religious pluralism is the belief that the differences between the religions 
are not a matter of truth and falsehood, but of different perceptions of the 
one truth; that to speak of religious beliefs as true or false is inadmissible. 
Religious belief is a private matter. Each of us is entitled to have—as we 
say—a faith of our own. This is religious pluralism, and it is a widely held 
opinion in our contemporary British society. (14)  
 
Newbigin suggests that one must begin to embrace “a critique of doubt” (19), which 
acknowledges the limits of knowing without totally throwing out all of what can be 
known. For Newbigin, all knowledge entails an element of belief and borrowing from 
tradition. Newbigin suggests that scientific knowledge and belief are similar to Christian 
claims of knowledge, belief, and truth. He believes that both are based to some extent on 
“faith,” and both rely heavily on building upon tradition in their pursuits of truth. Part of 
Newbigin’s conclusion is that the church must embrace a more pluralist society because 
it must learn from the diversity of thought, traditions, and cultures that exist; however, he 
believes the church cannot accept pluralism, which makes Christian truth as only one 
truth among many. Though Newbigin’s book is hopeful, and calls the church to be more 
completely who God wants it to be, he does not view postmodernity’s relativizing of 
truth to be a positive development.  
Another more negative assessment of postmodernity for the church comes in 
Ajith Fernando’s work. Though his book is a more popular discussion of what ministry 
needs to look like in the current age, and pluralism and postmodernity is not its central 
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subject, the author, a church leader from Sri Lanka, has a similarly ambivalent attitude 
about postmodernity and its effect on the church: “Some welcome results have come 
from the postmodern emphasis on subjective experience…. But the reluctance to have 
our lives governed by principles can be hazardous to our spiritual health” (22). 
Fernando’s words reflect the general uneasiness some more modern persons feel about 
the postmodern world.  
Though many Christians, especially those within the evangelical movement, 
would share these concerns about postmodernism, many who write on the subject believe 
postmodernity is a positive development for the church but still have doubts. A general 
positive assessment of postmodernism exists in the perception that persons in the 
postmodern generations are more spiritually seeking than generations of the past. Some 
believe, however, this spiritual renaissance has more to do with the culture of having 
choices than with true spiritual seeking (R. Allen “Preaching” 35). Others see the current 
age as an exciting opportunity for ministry in spite of their negative assessment of the 
postmodern culture in terms of values and ethics. Many have likened today’s postmodern 
culture to the pre-Christian cultures in which Paul and the other apostles were 
ministering. Because of this similarity, many have advocated a return to biblical 
paradigms of leadership, preaching, and church community. The bulk of the literature 
written about Christianity and postmodernism is written by persons in this category. They 
do not affirm all of postmodern culture and thought but see it as a unique opportunity for 
the church to return to its missional beginnings before Christendom (Frost and Hirsch 8-
16, 165-181; G. Hunter, Radical Outreach 23; Thompson 1-15; Garlow; R. Allen, 
“Preaching” 34-48; Sweet 45-54; Tuttle 11; Guder 44). 
  Couch 51 
 
 An increasing desire for meaningful community is another characteristic of 
postmodernity that church leaders have assessed as positive. As previously mentioned, 
the idea of community for postmoderns can be confusing due to the intense focus of the 
individual that is characteristic of the society in the United States and the pervasive 
individualism still operant from modernism (Bellah et al. 20-21). This tension between 
individualism and a desire for community is seen when Guder writes, “Postmodernity is 
searching for an individuality beyond the empty construct of Western individualism and 
for a community of greater than the social forces that influence it” (42). In his book, John 
Drane asserts that the people the church should be trying to reach, though they may not 
realize it or be able to articulate it, are “desperately searching for a place where they can 
belong and be valued” (185). This hunger for belonging is seen practically in the modern-
day small group movement in the church. Traditional class settings in churches are being 
replaced by small group structures that generally emphasize community more than 
learning. The increased use of this method and its popularity in churches could indicate a 
growing desire for community in the postmodern age. However, this intensified desire for 
community may not be truer of postmoderns than other generations. Nevertheless, many 
church leaders and authors believe hunger for community is a characteristic trait of the 
postmodern condition and suggest that increased communal and personal involvement for 
which the church should be especially suited is needed in the world today. (Drane 184-
89; Guder 41-42).  
Preaching and Postmodernism 
 Preaching truth in a culture where many are suspicious of any overarching claims 
of truth can be a tricky task. According to my review of the literature, one of the most 
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important factors in preaching to a postmodern culture is credibility—especially 
credibility that comes from authenticity perceived by an audience. One of the difficult 
things preachers must realize in this culture is that their authority has not been 
“established and accepted by their listeners based on the virtue of their call and/or 
ordination” (Hogan and Reid 52). Effective postmodern preachers are heard to the extent 
to which they embody the content of their sermons and effectively communicate that they 
are real. One of the ways in which this authenticity can be exemplified is when preachers 
demonstrate how they are “wrestling with a text” (127). When postmodern hearers realize 
that a preacher is a fellow wrestler and does not appear to have all the answers, they are 
more likely to listen. Preaching to postmodern listeners is similarly enhanced when 
preachers are honest not only about their struggles with interpreting the Bible but when 
they are more willing to disclose how they struggle in life. Preaching to postmoderns will 
likely mean that preachers will need to take a more “prominent authorial status” when 
preaching (65). Instead of remaining removed from a sermon, preachers will need to take 
a more prominent role (Hogan and Reid 47-67; Sweet 187; Frost and Hirsch 146-56; 
Arthurs 194; G. Hunter, Radical Outreach 32; Clines 127).  
 Though seemingly disingenuous, and somewhat inauthentic, part of preaching 
effectively to postmoderns is directly connected to a preacher’s ability to 
construct/project a persona or role. Essentially, all preachers project a certain persona 
during the delivery of a sermon. This persona is created by the choices preachers make 
about “the arguments [they] make, [their] stylistic choices, the words [they] choose, the 
tone of [their] language, the metaphors and illustrations [they] employ, and the cluster of 
elements that make up the performance of [their] sermon: voice, body, language, 
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gestures, and facial expressions” (Hogan and Reid 61). The question then is not whether a 
preacher projects/creates a persona, but what persona is projected. Talk of creating or 
projecting a persona makes a postmodern person very uneasy. For some, a temptation to 
fake authenticity by adopting several postmodern preaching styles exists. A problem 
arises, however, because faking authenticity is different when preaching to postmoderns, 
and if a preacher attempts and fails, his or her credibility will be severely and negatively 
affected. To preach effectively to postmoderns, preachers must be real and credible 
witnesses of what they say, while at the same time projecting that authenticity while 
preaching (Kalas, Soul Preaching 10-11; Hogan and Reid 60-65; Arthurs 194-96; Clines 
127-30; G. Hunter, Celtic Way 57-61; E. Hunter 95). 
 Other important elements in preaching to postmoderns have to do with the 
strategies a preacher employs to communicate effectively. One of the strategies that has 
been suggested is that postmodern preaching needs to be more dialogical in nature, both 
literally and figuratively. Some, such as Michael Frost and Alan Hirsch suggest that the 
monologue sermon inherited from Greco-Roman rhetorical style is dying a slow death 
and that the more effective method of preaching would be through actual dialogue 
between those preaching and those hearing (157). Another viewpoint, held by G. Hunter, 
is that monologue preaching will probably always be an important part of communicating 
the faith but that it is a less effective evangelism tool than conversation (Radical 
Outreach 192). Others believe less in the need for actual dialogue in sermons but believe 
that sermons should have a dialogical nature. This designation means that a preacher 
prepares and delivers his or her sermon in a way that would address questions that arise 
in the hearers’ minds. In some ways the previously mentioned “wrestling with the text,” 
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fits this category. When preachers demonstrate that they do not “have all the answers,” 
they not only open themselves up to the congregation, but they open up the sermon in a 
way that can be critically engaged and invite dialogue. Almost without exception, the 
literature reviewed on this topic suggests that for sermons to be relevant to postmodern 
hearers, they must move toward a more conversational, dialogical style and away from 
more expositional ways of preaching. The fathers of this shift in preaching are the first 
practitioners of what is called the new homiletic. Craddock, Lowry, and others have 
popularized a more inductive, narrative preaching style, which invites listeners to join in 
on the unfolding of God’s story in Scripture as a sermon is preached. Later practitioners, 
such as William H. Willimon, have continued in this tradition and refined it. He, along 
with others, believe that narrative preaching, with a healthy appreciation of “the thickness 
of the text” can best speak to postmodern hearers suspicious of those who claim to have 
truth (“Postmodern Preaching” 32). This movement, however, is not without its critics. 
Some believe that narrative preaching assumes too much biblical knowledge and 
Christian experience and that more catechetical and expositional preaching is needed in 
such a post-Christian society (Thompson 14-18). Regardless of stylistic decisions, the 
literature clearly demonstrates preaching to postmoderns requires new thinking and new 
strategies if preaching is to remain relevant (Frost and Hirsch 151; Thompson 14-18; 
Arthurs; Willimon, “Postmodern Preaching” 32-37; Lose 109). 
 One of the most helpful ideas put forth about preaching to postmoderns is the 
acronym EPIC, coined by Leonard Sweet. EPIC stands for four characteristics of 
effective worship design for postmoderns. Sweet suggests that worship should be 
Experiential, Participatory, Interactive, and Communal (215). Because preaching is an 
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integral part of worship in most traditions, especially evangelical ones, preaching should 
also strive for these four things. In many ways, this acronym provides a framework with 
which preachers can think about their style. Experiential preaching would be more 
multisensory, possibly through the use of painting, video, film, iconography, and other 
nonverbal imagery. The senses of touch, taste, and feel might also be engaged in addition 
to hearing. Participatory preaching could refer to more dialogical preaching, allowing 
input from hearers during the preaching moment, or might involve physical movement, 
liturgical acts, or other ways of participating. In a recent church visit to Ecclesia, an 
intentionally postmodern congregation in Houston, Texas, I observed hearers painting on 
canvases in the back of the room during the preaching event and at other points in the 
service. Interactive preaching would encourage hearers to interact not only with the 
sermon but with other hearers as well during the preaching moment. Ultimately, for 
Sweet, worship and preaching is communal; it actively forms community and underlines 
its importance. In part the EPIC acronym seems to address postmodern hearers, a “film-
addicted generation [that] thrives on hyperreality” (Frost and Hirsch 151). If preaching is 
to avoid the “abrupt and sad end” that Frost and Hirsch predict, preaching to postmoderns 
will need to become more EPIC (Sweet 215-22; Frost and Hirsch 150-51). 
 During my review of the literature, I found several paradigms for preaching to 
postmoderns that attempt to address the unique needs of this task. The first is found in 
Thompson’s work. Thompson is appreciative, but critical, of the practices preachers 
inherited from the new homiletic. He believes that the culture in which pastors are 
preaching today is like the context in which Paul found himself preaching: a non-
Christian culture. He thinks that the new homiletic, which is still very prevalent in 
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mainline and other seminaries, assumes too much Christian knowledge, memory, and 
experience and that its almost sole focus on narrative tends to devalue Scriptures that do 
not lend themselves to narrative preaching—especially the epistolary biblical literature. 
Thompson asserts that Paul’s more expositional preaching style, grounded on the meta-
narrative of God’s story, is needed in a culture where many have almost no Christian 
understanding. Thompson suggests that effective preaching today will not abandon the 
helpful advancements provided by the new homiletic but require more didactic preaching 
at times because of the increasingly non-Christian culture in which the church finds itself. 
 Another helpful paradigm for preaching to postmoderns is put forth by a recent 
lecture by Dr. Jim Garlow. In his presentation, he refers to John 14:6 as a lens through 
which to see the preaching task. In this passage, Jesus says, “I am the way, the truth and 
the life.” Garlow suggests that in today’s postmodern society, where “all truth is 
relative,” proclaiming Jesus as truth in way that will be heard is almost impossible 
(Garlow). He suggests that a strategy for engaging and transcending culture through 
preaching is to begin emphasizing that Jesus is the way and the life. Garlow states that 
the popularity of books such as The Purpose Driven Life is indicative of today’s desire to 
live more fulfilling lives. If preachers understand postmodern culture’s aversion to truth 
claims, they can appeal to audiences about the supremacy of Christ being Lord in other, 
more effective ways.  
 David J. Lose’s paradigm of confessing Jesus Christ is also helpful. Lose has a 
positive assessment of preaching to postmodern culture as he believes that “greater room 
for religious belief and speech than in the modern” exists (61). He also believes in 
proclaiming a “ragged” kind of truth, which is truth in which the ambiguities are evident 
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and believed in spite of the ambiguities. He suggests that Christian preaching needs to 
become post-foundational. Instead of relying on what can be proved about Christianity, 
preachers should appeal to the faith element of Christian belief: 
Postmodernity renders Christians a tremendous service by clarifying the 
essential nature of our faith, as we realize and recall that Christian claims 
can rest upon no [original emphasis] ultimate foundation, not even that of 
nonfoundationalism. Rather, Christianity exists solely by confession, the 
conviction and assertion of revealed truth apart from any appeal to another 
criterion; we live, always by faith alone. (62) 
 
Basically, Lose is suggesting that the crisis of postmodernity has given the church a gift 
to return to the meaning of confessing Jesus Christ as Lord by faith. Preaching is a form 
of Christian confession, “an assertive utterance, a provisional monologue that seeks, but 
will not coerce, a response of faith from those who hear” (106). For Lose, preaching is 
about confessing what one believes to be true with the hope that it will engender 
Christian faith in others. 
 A final, and more comprehensive, approach to postmodern preaching can be 
found in R. Allen’s article “Preaching and Postmodernism.” Allen’s approach takes 
postmodernity’s culture seriously by respecting its suspicion of truth. He recommends 
that preaching to postmoderns needs to be understood in five ways: as deconstruction, as 
being encountered by the other, as transgressive, as pluralistic, and as apologetic (35-48). 
I focus on his understanding of apologetics in postmodern preaching. Allen begins by 
describing the function of apologetics, which tends to “strengthen the faith of persons 
within a community as to defend a faith against outsiders” (46). In a postmodern world, 
where all truth seems to be relative, “a preacher can help a congregation understand why 
it makes sense to believe” (47). For Allen, one of the most effective ways to practice 
apologetics in this setting is through testimony. Preachers can exhibit the trustworthiness 
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of the messages they preach through their own testimony of life and storytelling in 
sermons. He writes, “In postmodern contexts, testimony is one of the most effective 
forms of apology. In acts of testimony, speakers invite others persons to consider their 
interpretations of the world” (15). In a sense, a trustworthy testimony, where a preacher 
claims what is true to him or her, can encourage a postmodern listener to adopt and 
elevate it as truth in their life as well (35-48).  
The world has changed. The truth found in the Bible has not changed, but the 
ways many perceive and distrust truth claims has. Regardless of a preacher’s opinions 
about how good or bad postmodernity is; arguing that modern claims on truth have the 
same power they once did is difficult. Michael Frost and Allen Hirsch may be correct in 
saying that preaching is doomed to be irrelevant and ineffectual (151). However, the 
ways in which preachers continue to instruct people in Christian teaching, explain 
Christ’s relevance, confess Jesus as Lord, and provide testimony to a greater truth may 
enable the Word of God to be heard in new and fresh ways. 
Preaching and Personal Narrative 
 
 In the beginning of this dissertation, I described the problem by telling a personal 
story about one preacher’s opinion on the use of personal narrative in sermons. Tracing 
the origins of this extreme caution about using personal narrative can be difficult. As seen 
in the historical foundations part of this dissertation, personal narrative, though not a 
primary feature of Christian preaching, was not uncommon. I believe that this focus on 
removing the self from sermons was, in part, due to the neoorthodox reaction to 
Protestant liberalism’s overly anthropocentric view of God. This reaction can be seen in 
Barth’s writings: 
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Preaching should be an explanation of Scripture; the preacher does not 
have to speak on but from (ex), drawing from the Scriptures whatever he 
says. He does not have to invent, but rather to repeat something. No thesis, 
no purpose derived from his own resources, must be allowed to intervene: 
God alone must speak. (425) 
 
Such a radical focus and understanding of God as the only speaker in the sermon as well 
as Barth’s considerable influence on theology and preaching could easily lead to the 
limitation of speaking about oneself in preaching. This reaction can also be seen at the 
turn of the twentieth century in the writing of P. T. Forsyth who likened preaching to 
acting. The job of preaching for him is like the actor’s voice, which should be forgotten, 
and his or her originality limited (416). Bonhoeffer reflects on this attitude about the self 
in preaching. In one section of his book he criticizes Schleiermacher who “saw the 
sermon as an expression of the religious self-awareness of the preacher” (125). 
Bonhoeffer goes on to say that the “spotlight must never be upon the individual 
[preacher] as such” (172). He also cautions against the use of too many illustrations—
especially the citing of the preacher’s own accomplishments (133, 158). A similar 
concern is expressed by Nouwen. He writes, “A minister who talks in the pulpit of his 
own personal problems is of no help to his congregation” (87). The twentieth century’s 
reaction to an overly anthropocentric understanding of God prior to World War I led to 
efforts to limit the sharing of personal stories, especially of hurt and pain, from the pulpit. 
As seen in the remarks of these esteemed Christian leaders, reasons to proceed with 
caution when using personal narrative in sermons exist. 
Few in the twentieth century who have written on preaching extensively have not 
addressed the topic of whether or not preachers should use personal stories. With so 
many discussing this aspect of preaching, understandably, a great breadth and width of 
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opinion on this subject exists, developing into three basic categories of opinions about 
personal narrative illustrations: (1) those who think that use of personal narrative virtually 
never should be used, (2) those who believe that using them properly should be 
encouraged, and (3) those who are somewhere in between these positions (Long 220-21). 
Though this subject may seem like a somewhat unimportant topic or a foregone 
conclusion, as Richard Eslinger says, “How—or even whether to use first-person stories 
in preaching is one of the most controversial questions in contemporary homiletics” (95). 
Eslinger and Buttrick most solidly fit into the category that virtually bans the use 
of personal narrative. Buttrick is the more vehement of the two. As mentioned in chapter 
1 of this dissertation, Buttrick proclaims in his book that good reasons for using personal 
narrative do not exist. Buttrick’s concern with personal narrative is that it has the 
tendency to “split consciousness,” which means that speaking in the first person about 
personal experiences that illustrate a point or idea will often cause hearers’ focus to split. 
They will not only think about the important illustrative point but be thinking about the 
preacher as well (142). Buttrick instead suggests that preachers be careful to tell stories of 
personal experience in less personal ways that focus the congregation’s attention on the 
illustration, and not the teller of the illustration.  
Though avoiding an absolute and outright ban on the use of personal narrative, 
Eslinger cautions strongly against its use and provides a somewhat intricate discussion of 
when it might be appropriate. For the most part, however, Eslinger provides far greater 
support for why the use of personal narrative should be avoided, rather than utilized. The 
primary reasons for Eslinger’s caution is that first person illustrations tend to be focused 
too narrowly in the particular interest areas of the preacher (i.e., football, sailing) or that 
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they are such compelling stories that they overpower the rest of the message. Eslinger, 
who is not alone on this point, also believes that personal narrative can too often portray 
the preacher as hero or victim. He is especially concerned with a preacher who “exposes 
some personal wounds, abuses, or other psychic pains” (96). He believes that this kind of 
sharing violates the congregation’s implicit valorization of their pastor where much of 
their self-identity is tied (96). When preachers are too open about their struggles, they 
may lose credibility with their hearers. Personal stories that Eslinger does recommend are 
stories from common human experience with which many people could readily identify. 
Still, he states that avoiding the telling stories in the first person is best. Eslinger’s 
greatest endorsement of personal narrative is best seen in his assessment of “black 
preaching,” where the preacher’s story and the congregation’s story is recognized as “our 
story” (99-100). 
 A considerably larger group of authors fall into the second category, which 
advocates the frequent use of personal narrative in preaching. These range from popular 
preachers in the evangelical church, such as Erwin Raphael McManus, to Episcopal 
wordsmiths, such as Claypool. The reason preachers in this category have made the 
decision to use personal narrative in their preaching can be seen in a quote from 
Frederick Buechner:  
One wonders if there is anything more crucial for the preacher to do than 
to obey the sadness of our times by taking it into account without 
equivocation or subterfuge, by speaking out of our times and into our 
times not just what we ought to say about the Gospel, not just what it 
would appear to be in the interest of the Gospel for us to say, but what we 
have ourselves felt about it. (7)  
 
These preachers emphasize the value of self-disclosure, where preachers are “honest 
enough to lay bare [their] own wounds and acknowledge what is saving and helping me” 
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(Claypool 87). Most of the people in this category of preachers would likely choose a 
personal story as an illustrative point, even if a depersonalized or impersonal one would 
illustrate equally well. They make this choice because of the high value they place on 
identification with their audiences. McManus writes, “If your stories are never personal, 
it will be very difficult for people to embrace a personal faith” (141). He goes on to make 
an even more direct connection between the telling of personal stories and rhetorical 
identification by saying, “Your stories of faith, your stories of risk, your stories of 
failure—all these stories shape the ethos of the congregation” (141). These preachers 
seem to be articulating a direct connection between personal stories and preaching as well 
as Burke’s idea of constitutive rhetoric in which rhetoric’s power to reconstitute and 
audience is emphasized (G. Hunter, Celtic Way 95). Though some may use personal 
stories because they are easily accessed, many intentionally use personal stories because 
of the particular impact they can have on a congregation. One study of Baptist preachers 
found that preachers who used more personal language in their sermons pastored 
churches that grew more quickly and were more financially viable than those who used 
more depersonalized language (Hogan and Reid 61). The use of personal narrative in 
preaching can be more than a choice; it can be a rhetorical strategy. 
 The third category of preachers, those who see both the value and pitfalls of 
personal narrative in preaching, is also considerable. In fact, even those mentioned in the 
other categories might, at times, fit into this one. This middle position has been well 
stated by Long, who believes that personal narrative can be the best kinds of illustrations 
to use but at the same time, offers time-honored cautions: “Don’t make yourself out to be 
the hero” or “don’t turn the pulpit into a confessional” (221). The key for Long, however, 
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is that preachers should focus on the intent of using a particular story. He writes, “If our 
intent is genuinely attempting to show how our life experience has revealed the gospel, 
that is OK” (221). Kalas has a similar understanding. The best preaching, according to 
him, is soul preaching, when the soul of the preacher connects to the souls within his or 
her congregation. Kalas acknowledges that personal narrative is one of the best ways in 
which the soul can be communicated; however, he too cautions against the overuse and 
misuse of this rhetorical device (Soul Preaching 10-11, 104-09). Interestingly, I have 
placed Taylor in this third category. Her frequent use of personal narrative would suggest 
her presence in the second category. Her writing about preaching and her appropriate use 
of personal narrative, I believe, warrants her inclusion in this category. What guides her 
use of personal narrative is her desire to embody both the text and to identify with her 
hearers. In her writing, again and again she calls preachers to demonstrate vulnerability, 
struggle, and using one’s own voice. For her, this vulnerability goes beyond the use of 
personal narrative and describes personal preaching. Artfully she describes this kind of 
personal preaching:  
Every word I choose, every image, every rise in my voice reveals my own 
involvement in the message. That is why I have never understood 
preachers who claim to ‘stay out of’ their sermons, preaching the word of 
God and the word of God alone. It is not possible, there is no reason why 
it should be. (Preaching Life 78)  
 
Persons in this group are most concerned with the function of personal narrative as it 
relates to the purpose of any particular sermon. However, using personal narrative must 
also fit the style of the preacher. In an interview with Kalas, he suggested that the use of 
personal narrative suits some preachers better than others. This caution speaks again to 
the importance of authenticity in preaching and that a preacher’s simple choice to tell 
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personal stories in their sermons, does not necessarily guarantee they will be perceived as 
more authentic (Taylor, “Weekly Wrestling” 173-75, When God 101-02, 108; Kalas, Soul 
Preaching 104-09; Long 218-21). 
 The narrative preaching movement, in some ways, transcends this hotly contested 
debate in homiletics. Narrative preachers, such as Craddock, Lowry, Willimon, Buttrick, 
and Kalas have advocated sermon construction that moves more like a movie than a 
philosophical treatise. In part, they are responding to the point-by-point and expositional 
preaching that has dominated much of twentieth century. Instead of points, these 
narrative preacher’s believe, a sermon has moves (Buttrick 23-79). Lowry describes 
preaching as a homiletical plot, which begins with disequilibrium, descends to the point 
of revealing the resolution that begins to resolve the disequilibrium, and then rises toward 
resolution (28-87). Narrative preaching’s emphases, in some ways, have looked at 
sermons more holistically and placed a greater emphasis on flow and transition. These 
kinds of preaching illustrations, as such, are not windows that illuminate abstract truth 
claims, rather illustrations become integral parts of the plot (Long 200-04). Though 
advocates of this kind of preaching, such as Buttrick, have spoken against the use of 
personal narrative, most do not advocate a complete ban on their use. More important to 
them is good, narrative, development around a central theme (Long 131-34). 
Methodology 
 This study used a quasi-experimental, posttest only, control group design for its 
research (Wiersma and Jurs 109) and qualitative focus group discussions in which data 
was collected. Two groups were studied: those who watched a video of a sermon that 
contained the use of personal narrative, and those who watched a video of a similar 
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sermon that did not contain personal narrative. This methodology is similar to an 
experiment conducted by James C. McCroskey and Robert E. Dunham that measured 
source credibility. Using an audio tape instead of a video tape, the researchers made tape 
recordings of two similar speeches. One speech contained detailed statistical data about a 
particular subject, and the other speech utilized a more general speech about the same 
data. The researchers then measured the level of ethos perceived by audiences of the 
different speeches (McCroskey and Teven).  
 The data collection instrument used in this study, which measured ethos and logos 
contained six Likert-type scales. Each scale measured the feelings of the audience 
utilizing pairs of bipolar adjectives using semantic differential. Likert scale testing 
measurements have been used effectively for many years to measure attitudes. Their 
validity and effectiveness have demonstrated that they are “quite reliable and valid 
instruments for the measurement of attitudes” (Arnold, McCroskey, and Prichard). In 
addition to being valid, Likert scales lend themselves to statistical analysis and have been 
especially useful in rhetoric and persuasion research. Most Likert scale instruments 
include between six and thirty questions (Arnold, McCroskey, and Prichard). They 
usually utilize between three and seven points along the scale. Each point is given a value 
in order to analyze the data statistically. The researcher-designed Postmodern Belief 
Survey also used Likert scales. This instrument was developed using a five-point attitude 
scale that measured the extent to which subjects agreed with sixteen statements about 
postmodern belief and attitude. The instrument used in this study which measured ethos 
and logos utilized the ethos and logos subscales from an instrument developed by 
McCroskey, which measures source credibility. In developing these measures, 
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McCroskey used “oblique factor analyses which generated correlated dimensions.” 
Though McCroskey and Teven’s instrument measures three aspects of persuasion which 
can be correlated, they can also be isolated for study using this instrument. According to 
McCroskey and Teven, “the alpha reliability mueasures usually between .80 and .94.” 
This range indicates a favorable reliability number for this type of research (Wiersma and 
Jurs 109-10, 333).  
 This study was quasi-experimental. The reason most choose quasi-experimental 
methods is because of the difficulty of obtaining a truly randomized sample. 
Randomization in choosing a sample enables an experiment to have greater 
generalizability. Quasi-experimental research “is an approximation of a true experiment 
that uses groups that have not been formed randomly” (Wiersma and Jurs 130). Though 
not as generalizable and potentially less reliable, quasi-experimental research can still 
“make valuable contributions” to the world of knowledge (130). This study assembled a 
test group (Group A) and control group (Group B) made from two hundred participants 
who took part in the study via thirteen different church study groups in 12 churches. 
Arguing for generalizability using these types of groups in quasi-experimental research 
requires the use of logic (130-31). 
 This study involved both quantitative and qualitative research. The quantitative 
research was described previously. Qualitative research has a more holistic approach to 
gathering data. D. Krathwol states, “Qualitative research [is] research describes 
phenomena in words instead of numbers or measures” (qtd. in Wiersma and Jurs 130). 
Qualitative research often involves the use of interviews, focus group discussions, or 
open-ended questionnaires. Instead of trying to isolate one or two factors that might be 
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impacting a phenomenon, qualitative research attempts to look at the complete picture. 
Part of looking at the big picture means that the researcher usually becomes very 
involved in the process. William Wiersma and Stephen G. Jurs write, “Qualitative 
research is context-specific with the researcher’s role being one of inclusion in the 
situation” (131). In this research study, the qualitative data added a richness that went far 
beyond the numbers gathered.  
Conclusion 
 
 This review of the literature, I believe, indicates that a relationship between the 
importance of ethos, and communicating to postmoderns exists. Furthermore, 
communicating the Word of God to postmoderns will be enhanced by improved ethos. 
Postmodernity’s suspicion of truth and embrace of pluralism requires a different kind of 
preaching that is post-foundational (Lose 33). Instead of relying mostly on 
argumentation, or logos, to convince hearers of specific truth claims, preachers now more 
than ever will depend upon the ethos that they project in their preaching. In a culture of 
suspicion, the perceived truthfulness of one’s words depends more heavily on the 
trustworthiness of the speaker than perhaps, the words themselves. The communication 
of trustworthiness, however, depends heavily on the level to which a preacher also 
embodies his or her message in everyday life.  
Speaking truth convincingly is not enough. Postmoderns desire that the message 
be authentic within and outside the preaching moment; authenticity is faked at a great 
risk. Beyond authenticity, the identification needed to communicate with postmodern 
hearers can be a powerful force. Through constitutive rhetoric, a preacher can begin to 
create a new persona for his or her audience, possibly “turning and audience into a 
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church” (Willimon “Turning an Audience” 28). A powerful tool in identifying with one’s 
audience and sharing substance with them is through the use of personal narrative. As 
preachers share about their own struggles in both life and faith as well as demonstrate 
how they are one with the audience, communication is enhanced. Preaching, for both 
good and ill, is “truth coming through personality” (Brooks 16). If truth is to be heard in 
the postmodern era, personalities bear much of the work.  
  Couch 69 
 
CHAPTER 3 
 
METHODOLOGY 
 
Problem and Purpose 
 
The problem addressed in this study concerns the use of personal narrative in 
preaching. Throughout the twentieth century, some influential homiletics teachers have 
discouraged the use of personal narrative in preaching. This study attempts to discover if 
a relationship exists between the use of personal narrative and the level of ethos 
perceived by an audience of postmodern listeners. In general, many in postmodernity 
consider truth to be relative and provisional. Many postmoderns are skeptical of anyone 
who might assert he or she is speaking about the truth. Because of this skepticism, 
postmoderns place a high degree of emphasis on the need for authenticity from a 
preacher. I believe a relationship between the use of personal narrative and ethos and 
understanding their relationship may benefit preachers who seek to communicate truth to 
persons that are skeptical of it. The purpose of this study was to measure how the use of 
personal narrative in preaching affects the perceived ethos of a preacher during a 
preaching event, especially by postmodern hearers.  
Research Questions 
 In order to fulfill the purpose of this study, the following research questions were 
answered insofar as possible. 
 1. What impact does the use of personal narrative have on the perceived ethos of a 
preacher? 
 This question is important because a causal relationship between these two 
variables is critical to this study. Answering this question was achieved by surveying all 
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participants in the study and determining if a significant statistical difference in perceived 
ethos scores exists, depending on which videotaped sermon was watched: Sermon A, 
containing the use of personal narrative or Sermon B, containing no use of personal 
narrative. Though the review of the literature suggests a relationship exists between these 
two variables, it needs to be established in this study as well. 
 2. In what ways does a more postmodern person’s perception of ethos differ from 
a less postmodern person’s perception in response to the use of personal narrative? 
 This research question is important to determining any positive correlation 
between a person’s postmodern belief and attitude and the perceived ethos of a preacher 
when that preacher uses personal narrative. The review of literature suggests that trust is 
especially important in communicating with postmoderns, especially perceived 
authenticity. However, whether those with a high level of postmodern belief and attitude 
differ significantly from those with lower levels of postmodern belief and attitude has not 
been proven.  
 3. What other factors might account for these findings? 
 Several intervening variables that may account for the differences discovered in 
the previous two research questions exist. This question will attempt to identify and, 
when possible, quantify the effects of these variables.  
 4. How are sermon illustrations, especially ones containing personal narrative, 
most effectively used? 
 This question is important to this study because it answered not only whether or 
not one should use personal narrative, but how best to use it. This question also helped 
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uncover how the use of personal narrative compares with using other kinds of 
illustrations. 
Hypothesis 
 The review of literature pointed to a correlation between the important 
relationship between perceived trustworthiness and preaching effectively to postmoderns. 
The literature also demonstrates the effectiveness that personal narrative can have on 
ethos in rhetoric. I believe, therefore, that the use of personal narrative in preaching will 
positively impact the ethos of a preacher, and that this impact will be even greater with 
postmodern listeners.  
Design of the Study 
 The methodology used in this study was a quasi-experimental, posttest only, 
nonequivalent control group design along with a qualitative focus group discussion study. 
I selected twenty-one churches within the Mobile County portion of the Mobile District 
to invite to be part of this research. These twenty-one churches were selected for their 
ability to represent the general makeup of the churches in this part of the district and were 
chosen because they were considered likely to participate in the study. I mailed a letter 
(see Appendix B) on 15 October 2007 and invited twenty-one churches to participate in 
the study. I provided a return postcard (see Appendix C), which gave each pastor the 
opportunity to volunteer their church’s Bible study group for the research. Many follow-
up calls were made in order to encourage the pastors to participate in the study and to 
schedule data collection times for those churches who had already responded via the card. 
In all, twelve churches agreed to participate in the research. 
  Couch 72 
 
 I accessed two hundred Bible study participants through thirteen different church 
Bible study groups. I convened these groups to watch one of two videotaped sermons. 
The groups were made up of varying numbers of adults aged 18 years and older. Control 
Group B (a collection of subjects from eight different church study groups) watched 
videotaped Sermon B (see Appendix E) which contained no personal narrative. Five 
groups viewed videotaped Sermon A, which contained the use of personal narrative. The 
individuals within these groups comprised Test Group A. Immediately after viewing their 
respective videotapes, the participants in the groups completed the Postmodern Belief and 
Preaching Ethos survey I designed. 
Population and Participants 
The subjects of this research were Bible study participants in twelve United 
Methodist churches located in the Mobile County portion of the Mobile District of the 
Alabama-West Florida Annual Conference. 
 Mobile County is located along the Gulf Coast of Alabama. It is a relatively 
diverse area including urban, suburban, and rural environments. The area also has a 
racially diverse population made up of primarily Caucasian and African-American 
citizens. However, the racial diversity includes somewhat significant Hispanic, Asian, 
and Native American persons as well. Approximately 399,843 people lived in Mobile 
County according to the 2000 census (Percept Group).  
 The Mobile District of the Alabama-West Florida Conference of the United 
Methodist Church has oversight of the sixty churches and church-sponsored faith 
communities located in Mobile and Washington Counties in Alabama. Forty-five of the 
churches and church sponsored faith communities are located in Mobile County. These 
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forty-five churches have a total of approximately 16,839 members located in urban, 
suburban, and rural settings. The forty-five churches are also diverse in size, including 
small, medium, and large membership churches. The largest church in this population has 
4,700 members; the smallest has only forty-one members.  
 The subjects in this research came from twelve of the forty-five churches located 
in the Mobile County portion of the United Methodist Church. Though not randomly 
selected, these churches’ socioeconomic, racial, and demographic makeup is 
representative of the forty-five churches in the county. The participant churches include 
small, medium, and large membership congregations located throughout the county.  
 The participants in this study voluntarily participated in one of the thirteen church 
study groups at the twelve churches in Mobile County. Because this study used a quasi-
scientific experimental design, the selection of participants was not randomized; 
however, I attempted to make the two groups as similar as possible in size and makeup. 
In all, two hundred subjects participated in the study. I chose this number  in order to 
have a sample size large enough to allow for more reliable statistical analysis (Wiersma 
and Jurs 310). One hundred and eight were in control group (Group B), and ninety-two 
were in the test group (Group A). Diversity similar to the diversity of the United 
Methodist Church in the Mobile County portion of the Mobile District existed in the 
sample; however, most of the participants were white and middle-class. The ages of the 
sample was also diverse, however, a majority of the participants were 45 years of age and 
older.  
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Instrumentation 
 The instrumentation used in this study was a survey entitled The Postmodern 
Belief and Preaching Ethos Survey (see Appendix A), which included both the 
Postmodern Belief Survey and the Preaching Response Survey. The Postmodern Belief 
Survey was a researcher-designed attitude scale which gave subjects the opportunity to 
respond to sixteen different statements about postmodern belief and attitude (see Table 
3.1). The survey used a five-point Likert scale to measure the degree to which 
participants agreed or disagreed with the statements. Subjects could choose between 
Strongly Agree, Agree, Neutral, Disagree, and Strongly Disagree. The statements 
regarding postmodernism emerged from the review of the literature and through 
discussion with Dr. Tuttle, mentor of this dissertation. The statements fell within four 
subscales each of which highlighted a different aspect of postmodern belief and attitude: 
the truth subscale, the narrative subscale, the future subscale, and the community 
subscale. These scales were weighted to reflect the importance of each aspect of 
postmodernism as seen in the review of the literature. The five statements that made up 
the truth subscale (statements 4, 6, 9, 12, 14) dealt with postmodernism’s suspicion of 
absolute truth. The five statements that made up the narrative subscale (statements 3, 8, 
13, 15, 16) reflected postmodernism’s rejection of meta-narrative in favor of more 
localized narratives (Guder 37-44). This subscale also included the emphasis on 
pluralism, which is a key characteristic of postmodernism The future subscale was made 
up of four statements (questions 1, 5, 7, 11) and dealt with postmodernism’s pessimism 
about the future. The final subscale was the Community subscale which includes two 
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statements (statements 2, 10) which reflected postmodernism’s focus on community over 
the individual.  
 
Table 3.1. Postmodern Belief Scales 
Truth Scale Narrative Scale Future Scale Community Scale 
Truth is universal. (#4) All of humanity is part 
of one big story. (#3) 
Human ingenuity will 
one day be able to solve 
most of the world's 
problems. (#1) 
Being part of a faith 
community is an 
essential part of being 
a Christian. (#2) 
Two people could 
disagree about 
something and still both 
be right. (#6) 
Studying other religions' 
scriptures may provide 
answers for my life that 
the Bible does not. (#8) 
Most things will 
eventually be explained 
by science and other 
fields of study. (#5) 
Being independent is 
better than relying on 
others. (#10) 
What is true for me may 
not be true for someone 
else. (#9) 
My faith would be 
strengthened by 
studying other religions. 
(#13) 
The world is becoming a 
better place in which to 
live. (#7) 
 
I can be sure of what is 
true. (#12) 
It would be good for 
Americans to be able to 
speak more than just 
English. (#15) 
I have great hope for the 
future. (#11) 
 
The Bible has answers 
to most of life's 
important questions. 
(#16) 
The Bible has answers 
to most of life's 
important questions. 
(#16) 
  
 
  
 The Postmodern Belief Survey was piloted with a small group of Saraland United 
Methodist Church Bible study participants in the spring of 2007. Following this initial 
piloting of the survey the survey I adjusted it for clarity. Later in the spring of 2007, I 
tested the survey utilizing a Wednesday Bible study group of thirty persons at Saraland 
United Methodist Church. Those taking the surveys coded them to provide comparative 
data for a retest. One week later I administered the survey again and ten of the same thirty 
people completed the survey. I compared the survey scores from the first administration 
of the survey to the second administration of the survey and analyzed them for validity 
and reliability.  
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 The second part of the Postmodern Belief and Preaching Ethos Survey was the 
researcher-designed Sermon Response Survey based on ethos and logos subscales from 
McCroskey and Teven’s source credibility measures. This survey employed semantic 
differential using twelve bipolar adjectives on a seven-point Likert scale (see Appendix 
A). The ethos subscale included these six word pairs: honest/dishonest, 
untrustworthy/trustworthy, honorable/dishonorable, moral/immoral, unethical/ethical, and 
phony/genuine. The logos subscale included these six word pairs: 
intelligent/unintelligent, untrained/trained, inexpert/expert, incompetent/competent, 
informed/uninformed, and bright/stupid. The survey instrument also included a place for 
subjects to report their gender and age range. I instructed the subjects to complete this 
part of the survey first. Also at the top of the, a paragraph stated the survey’s purpose. 
The paragraph also included a statement of consent, which read, “By completing this 
survey you are consenting to participate in this research.”  
Validity and Reliability 
 The first part of the Postmodern Belief and Preaching Ethos Survey was the 
researcher-designed Postmodern Belief Survey. I tested the survey for internal 
consistency using Cronbach’s Alpha which yielded an alpha reliability rating of .35 
(α=.35). Cronbach’s alpha was also used to determine the reliability rating of the four 
subscales. The alpha ratings of each subscale were as follows: truth-α=.27, narrative- 
α=.41, future-α=.64, community-α=.36. I also analyzed the survey to test for external 
reliability using the test-retest method By using the Pearson product-moment correlation 
coefficient I determined the test had a stability rating of .39 (α=.39). 
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 The second portion of the Postmodern Belief and Preaching Ethos survey was 
entitled the Sermon Response Survey. The subscales used in this survey instrument were 
taken from McCroskey and Teven’s “Source Credibility Measures” and had been 
previously validated. McCroskey and Teven report that the reliability of these scales is 
α≥.80. 
 Their source credibility instrument is based, in part, on Aristotle’s understanding 
of persuasion in The Rhetoric. McCroskey and Teven have done extensive research in 
source credibility for the last forty years, and have developed this instrument and other 
similar instruments. 
Data Collection 
 When each church study group met the person in charge of the group (usually the 
pastor) introduced me as a pastor doing doctoral research for his dissertation. I thanked 
the participants for their involvement with this study and explained to them the process 
for the data collection. I then handed out the surveys and instructed each group to read 
the opening paragraph of the survey carefully before filling out the demographic 
information at the top of the page.  
 Next, I instructed the subjects to complete the first part of the survey, the 
Postmodern Belief Survey. I explained that when they completed this part of the survey 
they were to sit quietly until all other subjects had also completed this part of the survey. 
Once all the subjects had completed the survey, I then showed the groups either Sermon 
A or B, depending on whether the subjects in this church study group had been assigned 
to the control group (Group B) or test group (Group A). At each church the videotaped 
sermon was viewed on the best available audio/visual equipment at the church. 
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Equipment ranged from a 30” television to a 70” projection screen. In all cases the 
equipment used provided ample ability for all subjects to see and hear clearly based on 
the number of subjects and size of room. I inquired of all subjects if they could see and 
hear the videotaped sermon. In all cases the sermon was played from a DVD. 
 I produced the videotaped sermons used in the research using professional grade 
video and audio recording equipment. I recorded the video in the sanctuary of Saraland 
United Methodist Church in Saraland, Alabama with a medium close-up, static shot of 
the preacher. The sermons (see Appendixes D and E) preached were written and 
delivered by Rev. Brian Miller who at the time was the Associate Pastor at Dauphin Way 
United Methodist Church in Mobile, Alabama. The first sermon recorded was Sermon A, 
which contained personal narrative (see Appendix D). The second sermon recorded was 
Sermon B which contained no personal narrative (see Appendix E). Though a few 
differences between the sermons existed, I made every effort to make the sermons 
identical, with the exception of personal narrative’s inclusion or exclusion.   
 After viewing the sermon I instructed the study groups to complete the Sermon 
Response Survey. Part of the instructions included verbal directions about how to 
complete the semantic differential scale. I also instructed the participants to sit quietly 
until others had finished with their surveys. Once completed, the subjects returned their 
surveys to me. 
 Next, I informed the subjects that they would now participate in a focus group 
discussion about preaching and that I would tape record what was said. I assured the 
subjects that I would be the only person to hear the audio tape and that after the 
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successful completion of the study the recordings I would destroy the recordings. I also 
stated that I would protect their identities when their comments were used in the research. 
 I then led a focus group discussion with each group using the following three 
questions: (1) “What kinds of sermon illustrations do you find most helpful?” (2) “How 
do you feel about it when pastors use examples, stories, or anecdotes from their own life 
in their preaching?” (3) “In what ways might pastors’ use of these types of personal 
examples have a negative effect on their preaching?” I recorded all discussions with a 
digital recording device, except one. An equipment malfunction of an analog tape 
recorder at the Crawford United Methodist Church prevented any usable data from being 
collected.  
 Following the focus group discussion, the tape recorder was turned off and I then 
led a brief discussion about my research and answered questions. I repeated these same 
steps for all thirteen church study groups.  
Variables 
 Several independent, dependant, and intervening variables have been identified.  
Independent Variables 
 This study examined the effect of two independent variables: (1) the use or 
nonuse of personal narrative and (2) the level of postmodern belief and attitude.  
Dependent Variable 
 The dependant variable of this study is the ethos level perceived by the 
participants after watching either Sermon A or Sermon B. The Sermon Response Survey 
determined the value of this perception (see Appendix A), distributed to and completed 
by the subjects of this study. 
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Intervening Variables 
 Three intervening variables have been identified: (1) the gender of the subjects, 
(2) the age range/generation to which each subject belongs, and (3) the level of logos 
perceived by the subjects. The information collected about these variables came from the 
top of the Postmodern Belief and Preaching Ethos Survey. I gathered data about the third 
variable, perceived logos, through the Sermon Response Survey.  
Control 
 I controlled or accounted for extraneous variables in a variety of ways. The 
churches who participated in this study were selected to be a part of the sample because 
they approximately reflect the general makeup of churches of the Mobile District in 
Mobile County, Alabama. Furthermore, I assigned the Bible study groups to control 
Group B or test Group A in order to make the two groups as similar as possible in terms 
of number of participants, gender, and generational makeup. Assignment decisions were 
also made to make sure Groups A and B had similar samples in terms of their church 
type, size, and location. By choosing a diversity of churches, then assigning similar 
subjects to Groups A and B, I was more able to control the study and increase 
generalizability. Controlling the study through logical assignment of test groups is 
necessary in this study because of its quasi-experimental design (Wiersma and Jurs 131). 
This control increased the likelihood that the sample more closely reflected the 
population of Bible study participants in Mobile County, Alabama United Methodist 
churches. 
 I also controlled the study in my instructions to the preacher of sermons A and B. 
I instructed the preacher to make the sermons as similar as possible, with the exception of 
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the use and nonuse of personal narrative. These instructions were given in order to isolate 
the dependent variable: the use and nonuse of personal narrative. The preacher was 
instructed to use personal narrative in Sermon A and to refrain from using it or to 
depersonalize his personal narrative in Sermon B.  
Data Analysis 
 I first scored all of the Postmodern Belief and Preaching Ethos surveys. Scoring 
of the Postmodern Belief Survey reflected the extent to which subjects exhibited a 
postmodern belief and attitude. Items 2, 6, 8, 9, 13, 14, and 15 were scored positively 
because the statements reflect postmodern belief. Items 1, 3, 4, 5, 7, 10, 11, 12, and 16 
were scored inversely because they contained statements that do not reflect postmodern 
belief and attitude. The maximum score was five and the minimum score was one on the 
five-point Likert scale. The scoring for the Sermon Response Survey followed the coding 
instructions from McCroskey and Tevan’s Source Credibility Measures. Items 3, 4, 6, 8, 
9, and 11 were scored positively. Items 1, 2, 5, 7, 10, and 12 were coded inversely. These 
employed a seven-point Likert scale using semantic differential. 
 Next, the audio tape recordings of the focus group discussions were transcribed. 
Members of my research reflection team and I worked to code the data. The comments 
from the focus group discussions were then categorized and placed on a frequency 
matrix, which visually displayed not only the frequency of a particular kind of topic but 
also how frequent that comment was made in each church study group.  
 The quantitative data collected from the surveys were then entered into an 
Microsoft Office Excel spreadsheet for data analysis. The primary statistical procedures 
employed were determining the mean score and standard deviation for each subject and 
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groups A and B. I performed t-tests to determine if differences between the ethos mean 
scores were statistically significant. I also performed Correlation analyses to determine 
any statistically significant correlation between the level of postmodernism and perceived 
ethos in both groups A and B. I used the Pearson product-moment correlation coefficient 
and t-tests to determine correlation. 
Ethics 
 This research involved human subjects, therefore every person participating had 
to give their consent to participate in the study. A statement at the top of each survey 
informed participants that by completing the survey they are consenting to participate in 
the research. I also informed the subjects that the audio taped focus group discussions 
would only be heard by me and that all recordings would be destroyed after the 
successful completion of the study. Furthermore, I assured the participants that their 
identities would not be revealed in any way in the reporting of the research. After the 
successful completion and defense of this dissertation I will destroy all surveys and 
recordings. 
 This study involved isolating a very narrow variable: the use and nonuse of 
personal narrative. In order to isolate this variable, the preacher in the videotaped sermon 
utilized personal narrative in Sermon A and not in Sermon B. In order to do this the 
preacher in the videotaped sermon depersonalized Sermon B by telling his personal 
stories as if they did not happen to him. This lack of authenticity was necessary in order 
to isolate the variable and is a common practice in communication research; however, 
this subtle difference in Sermon B may have been misleading to participants in the study.  
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CHAPTER 4 
 
FINDINGS 
 
 The purpose of this study was to measure how the use of personal narrative in 
preaching affects the perceived ethos of a preacher during a preaching event, especially 
by postmodern hearers. This study found no statistically significant change in the 
perceived ethos of the preacher when using personal narrative. A very weak positive 
correlation between postmodern scores and ethos scores existed for those in Group A, 
however, due to the low reliability of the Postmodern Belief Survey, no conclusion can 
be drawn from this finding. A very weak negative correlation between postmodern scores 
and ethos scores existed for those in Group B. Again, however, due to the low reliability 
of the Postmodern Belief Survey, no conclusion can be drawn about the relationship 
between postmodern belief and the ethos score. Qualitative data gathered during focus 
group interviews demonstrated that the use of personal narrative in preaching is important 
to helping preachers connect with their hearers when used appropriately. Research also 
discovered a moderately strong positive relationship between the preacher’s perceived 
ethos and his or her perceived logos. 
 Four research questions guided this study: (1) What impact does the use of 
personal narrative have on the perceived ethos of a preacher? (2) in what ways does a 
more postmodern person’s perception of ethos differ from a less postmodern person’s 
perception in response to the use of personal narrative? (3) what other factors might 
account for these findings? and (4) how are sermon illustrations, especially ones 
containing personal narrative, most effectively used? 
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Profile of the Subjects 
 Two hundred subjects participated in this research. All of the subjects were Bible 
study participants at United Methodist churches in the Mobile County, Alabama, portion 
of the Mobile District of the Alabama-West Florida Conference. Subjects participated in 
the survey as part of one of thirteen research groups found in twelve churches (see Table 
4.1): Christ United Methodist Church (UMC), Chickasaw UMC, Citronelle UMC, 
Crawford UMC, Creola UMC, Dauphin Island UMC, Grand Bay UMC, Saraland UMC 
(Groups A and B), Satsuma UMC, Spring Hill Avenue UMC, Tanner Williams UMC, 
and Toulminville-Warren Street UMC.  
 The subjects included both males and females. Males comprised 47.5 percent of 
the total number of subjects. Females made up the remaining 52.5 percent of the sample. 
The ages of the subjects spanned from 18 years of age to 81 years of age and above. 
Subjects reported their generational groupings on the survey instrument in one of five age 
ranges. Of the subjects, 3 percent were between the ages of 18 and 23 and16.5 percent 
were between the ages of 24 and 44. The sample comprised of 35 percent of persons 
between the ages of 45 and 62. Subjects between sixty-three and eighty years of age 
totaled 41 percent of the sample. Just 4.5 percent of the subjects were age 81 or older. At 
the time of the research, these five age ranges represented five of the six major 
generational subgroupings of the U. S. population according to the Percept Group. These 
generational groupings are called, according to Percept, in ascending order, Generation Z, 
Millenials, Survivors, Generation X, Boomers, Silents, and Builders. The sample 
surveyed for the purpose of this study skews older than the general population of Mobile 
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County, Alabama, as well as than the general population of the United States (See Table 
4.2). 
 
Table 4.1. Profile of Subjects by Church Group 
   Gender Age Ranges 
Name Total % Male Female 18-23 24-44 45-62 63-80 81+ 
          
Chickasaw 7 3.5 2 5 0 2 2 1 2 
Christ 20 10 8 12 0 2 7 11 0 
Citronelle 17 8.5 6 11 3 4 7 3 0 
Crawford 3 1.5 1 2 0 0 3 0 0 
Creola 20 10 10 10 0 5 9 4 2 
Dauphin Island 10 5 4 6 0 0 2 7 1 
Grand Bay 19 9.5 11 8 0 4 1 11 3 
Saraland A 32 16 12 19 0 8 14 10 0 
Saraland B 6 3 3 3 2 1 1 1 1 
Satsuma 17 8.5 9 8 0 0 8 9 0 
Spring Hill Avenue 16 8 7 9 1 3 8 4 0 
Tanner Williams 18 9 7 11 0 0 1 17 0 
Toulminville-Warren St. 15 7.5 15 0 0 4 7 4 0 
Composite 200 100 95 105 6 33 70 82 9 
 
 
 
 Though the sample reflects some racial, socioeconomic, and geographical 
diversity, most of the subjects were white, middle class, and were living in suburban 
settings throughout the greater Mobile, Alabama metropolitan area. The survey 
instrument did not collect this sort of data, however, I did make note of it while 
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conducting the survey and collecting focus group data. The observed racial, 
socioeconomic, and geographical diversity of the sample is similar to the limited 
diversity within the United Methodist Churches in Mobile County. It should be noted that 
the Toulminville-Warren Street congregation is comprised almost solely of African-
American members. All subjects in the Toulminville-Warren Street UMC test group were 
African-American males. 
 
Table 4.2. Generational Comparison of Sample to Populations 
 Gen Z % 
Millenials 
% 
Survivors 
% 
Boomers 
% 
Silents 
% 
Builders 
% 
       
Sample 0 3 16.5 35 41 4.5 
Mobile County* 10 29 28 22 10 2 
United States* 9 28 29 21 10 2 
*Source: Percept Group 
 
 The subjects were grouped into either Group A (the test group) or Group B (the 
control group) based on which videotaped sermon participants watched during data 
collection (see Table 4.3). Videotaped Sermon A (see Appendix D) contained personal 
narrative. Videotaped Sermon B (see Appendix E) contained no personal narrative. I 
assigned the groups in order to achieve as much balance as possible between Groups A 
and B (see Tables 4.4 and 4.5).  
 
 
 
 
  
  Couch 87 
 
Table 4.3. Sermons Watched by Church Research Groups 
Sermon A Sermon B 
  
Christ UMC Chickasaw UMC 
Citronelle UMC Dauphin Island UMC 
Crawford UMC Grand Bay UMC 
Creola UMC Satsuma UMC 
Saraland UMC (A) Spring Hill Avenue UMC 
 Saraland UMC (B) 
 Tanner Williams UMC 
 Toulminville-Warren Street UMC 
 
  
Table 4.4. Group A Demographic Profile (N=92) 
Group n % 
   
Male 37 40 
Female 55 60 
Age 18-23 3 3 
Age 24-44 19 20 
Age 45-62 40 44 
Age 63-80 28 30 
Age 81+ 2 2 
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Table 4.5. Group B Demographic Profile (N=108) 
Group n % 
   
Male 58 54 
Female 50 46 
Age 18-23 3 3 
Age 24-44 14 13 
Age 45-62 30 28 
Age 63-80 54 50 
Age 81+ 7 6 
 
 
Research Question #1 Measurements 
 Research question one examined the relationship between the use of personal 
narrative and the perceived ethos of the preacher. I gave a survey to the subjects in both 
the control group and test group which contained the ethos and logos subscales from 
McCroskey and Teven’s Source Credibility Measures. Before completing the surveys 
subjects saw one of two videotaped sermons. The control group (Group B) was shown 
Sermon B, which contained no personal narrative. The test group (Group A) was shown 
Sermon A, which contained personal narrative. After viewing the sermons, the subjects in 
their respective groups were asked to complete the Sermon Response Survey. The six 
questions on the ethos subscale generated a perceived ethos score for each subject 
comprised of the mean of all six ethos subscale questions. The ethos subscale is scored on 
a seven-point Likert scale; therefore, the maximum value is seven, and the minimum 
value is one. The mean of each subject was averaged together for the control group, the 
test group, and for the entire sample (see Table 4.6). 
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Table 4.6. Perceived Ethos Scores 
  Group A Group B  
  n M SD n M SD p≤.05 
Ethos  92 5.73 1.23 108 5.9 1.04 .304 
 
 
 The perceived ethos of Group B was 5.90 with a standard deviation of 1.04. The 
perceived ethos of Group A was 5.73 with a standard deviation of 1.23. The average 
perception of ethos was, on average, .17 points lower in the test group (Group A) than in 
the control group (Group B). The change of .17 points is not statistically significant 
(p=.304).  
Research Question #2 Measurements 
 The second research questions examined any correlation between the level of a 
subject’s postmodern belief and attitude and their perception of the preacher’s ethos, 
especially when the preacher is using personal narrative. Within the Postmodern Belief 
and Preaching Survey (see Appendix A) given to each subject were two surveys: the 
researcher-designed Postmodern Belief Survey and the Sermon Response Survey 
containing two subscales from McCroskey and Teven’s Source Credibility Measures 
which measure ethos and logos. Subjects in groups A and B were first instructed to 
answer the sixteen questions on the Postmodern Belief survey. This researcher-designed 
survey is an attitude inventory that uses a five-point Likert scale. The minimum value 
was one and the maximum value was five. After completing that portion of the survey, 
each group watched their respective videos. Group B (the control group) watched Sermon 
B, which contained no personal narrative, and Group A watched Sermon A which did 
contain personal narrative. After viewing their respective sermons, I instructed subjects to 
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complete the Sermon Response Survey. This survey contained twelve bipolar adjective 
scales (Wiersma and Jurs 335) along a seven-point Likert scale. The minimum value was 
one and the maximum value was seven (see Table 4.7).  
 The mean postmodern score for all subjects was 3.01 with a standard deviation of 
.29. The mean postmodern score for those in Group A was 3.04 with a standard deviation 
of .30. The mean postmodern score of subjects in Group B was 2.99 with a standard 
deviation of .29. The makeup of the postmodern score can be seen in Table 4.7 with the 
means and standard deviations for the four subscales of the Postmodern Belief Survey. 
This data gives a more complete picture of the postmodern score makeup for Group A, 
Group B, and all subjects. Due to the low Cronbachs Alpha scores of the Postmodern 
Belief Survey, drawing significant conclusions with this data is difficult. 
 
Table 4.7. Postmodern Belief Survey Scores  
 All Subjects 
N=200 
Group A 
N=92 
Group B 
N=108 
 M SD M SD M SD 
       
Overall score 3.01 .29 3.04 .30 2.99 .29 
Truth subscale 3.14 .49 3.16 .48 3.12 .50 
Future subscale 3.16 .70 3.30 .68 3.04 .71 
Narrative subscale 2.40 .50 2.34 .44 2.46 .54 
Community subscale 3.91 .58 3.97 .55 3.86 .60 
  
 
 I performed correlation analyses to determine if there is a positive relationship 
between a subject’s postmodern belief level and the level of perceived ethos. I calculated 
these correlation analyses between postmodern belief and ethos for both Groups A and B 
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using the Pearson product-moment correlation coefficient. I performed T-tests to 
determine if any correlations found were statistically significant (see Table 4.8). 
 Correlation studies showed virtually no correlation between postmodern belief 
and perceived ethos (see Table 4.8). With all subjects the correlation is r=-.0174 at a 
confidence level p≤.05 indicating statistical significance. When studying Group A, only a 
very weak positive correlation (r=.091) existed at a confidence level p≤.05. Correlation 
analysis performed on Group B yielded that only a very weak negative correlation r=-
(.119) existed at a confidence level p≤.05. The low reliability of the Postmodern Belief 
Survey makes drawing significant conclusions in these findings regarding postmodern 
belief in this section difficult. 
 
Table 4.8. Correlation of Postmodern Score and Ethos Score 
 n r r2 t p≤.05 
      
All Subjects 200 -.0174 0.0% -33.90 .000 
Group A 92 .091 0.1% 20.86 .000 
Group B 108 -.119 1.42% 27.23 .000 
 
 
 The only correlations with a confidence value of p≤.05 indicating statistical 
significance in Group A were very weak correlations (see Table 4.9). Virtually no 
correlation between ethos and postmodern scores among the 45-62-year-olds that were in 
Group A (r=-.03; p≤.05) existed. The apparent correlation between ethos and postmodern 
thought in the 18-23 range is not statistically significant (r=-.87; p=.054). The weak 
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negative correlation in Group A among those 80 and above was also not statistically 
significant (r=.55; p=.68). 
 All of the correlations in Group B met the test for statistical significance (p≤.05). 
The correlation between postmodern belief and ethos of those 80 and above was a strong 
to moderately strong positive correlation (r=.79). The correlation between postmodern 
belief and ethos among 18-23-year-olds in group B was moderate (r=.56). Among those 
ages 63-80 in Group B, a weak negative correlation between postmodern score and ethos 
(r=-.35) existed.  
  
Table 4.9. Correlation of Ethos and Postmodern Scores by Generation 
n=200 
 Group A Group B 
 n r % p≤.05 n r %  p≤.05 
         
18-23 3 -.87 75.69 .054 3 .56 31.36 .02 
24-44 19 .12 1.44 .000 14 -.27 7.29 .000 
45-62 40 -.03 .09 .000 30 -.03 .09 .000 
63-80 28 -.11 1.21 .000 54 -.35 12.25 .000 
80+ 2 .55 30.25 .68 7 .79 62.41 .000 
 
 
 I performed correlation analyses on all Postmodern Belief Survey subscales for 
the entire sample as well as for Groups A and B. The most significant correlation was 
between the future subscale and perception of ethos which had a weak correlation(r=.21) 
that met statistical significance (p≤.05). Again, due to the lack of reliability of the 
Postmodern Belief Survey, these findings cannot be fully substantiated. 
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Table 4.10 Correlation of Future Subscale and Ethos Score 
 n r r2 p≤.05 
     
All Participants 200 .10 1.0% .000 
Group A 92 .21 4.4% .000 
Group B 108 .04 0.16% .000 
 
 
Research Questions #3 Measurements 
 Research question # 3 asks what other factors might account for the findings in 
research questions #1 and #2. One factor that may have contributed to these findings is 
the relationship between ethos and logos. A second factor than may have contributed for 
these finding is the generational groups of the subjects. A final factor is the gender of the 
subjects.  
Ethos and Logos 
 The overall mean score for perceived ethos was 5.84 with a standard deviation of 
1.29 (see Table 4.11). The overall mean score for perceived logos was 5.44 with a 
standard deviation of 1.10. Group A’s mean ethos score was 5.73 with a standard 
deviation of 1.23. Its logos score was 5.23 with a standard deviation of 1.15. Group B’s 
ethos score was at 5.9 with a standard deviation of 1.03. Its logos score was at 5.53 with a 
standard deviation of 1.11. Groups A and B both rated the preachers perceived ethos 
higher than his perceived logos. The overall ethos mean was .4 points higher than the 
logos mean. The ethos mean for Group A was .5 points higher than the logos mean. For 
Group B the ethos mean was .37 points higher.  
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Table 4.11. Comparison of Ethos and Logos Means 
 All Group A Group B 
 M SD M SD M SD 
       
Ethos 5.84 1.29 5.73 1.23 5.9 1.03 
Logos 5.44 1.10 5.23 1.15 5.53 1.11 
 
 
 
 I performed correlation analyses to determine if there was a relationship between 
ethos and logos (see Table 4.11). The Pearson product-moment was utilized to test this 
relationship with the entire sample as well as with groups A and B. These analyses 
demonstrated that a moderately strong positive relationship exists between the perception 
of the preacher’s logos and the perception of the preacher’s ethos. This moderately strong 
positive relationship existed when analyzing the entire sample and in both groups A and 
B. However, the t-tests performed demonstrated that these are statistically significant at 
the p≤.05 level. 
 
 
Table 4.12. Correlation of Ethos and Logos 
 n r % p≤.05 
     
All Participants 200 .72 51.84 .000 
Group A 92 .71 50.41 .000 
Group B 108 .73 53.29 .000 
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Generational Data 
 Groups A and B contained persons from all five generational age ranges (see 
Table 4.13). Group A skewed slightly younger than Group B. This imbalance was due in 
part to the very large number of persons in Group B from the ages 63-80 generational 
group. Group A’s largest generational group was made up of persons ages 45-62. Both 
groups A and B had a very small number of persons in the youngest age group (i.e., 18-
23). Group A had only three persons in the oldest age group, whereas Group B had nine. 
 
Table 4.13. Ethos Scores by Group and Generation 
n=200 
 Group A  
Ethos 
Group B  
Ethos 
 
 M SD M SD p≤.05 
      
Age 18-23 
n=6 
5.39 
n=3 
.95 5.72 
n=3 
.67 .65 
Age 24-44 
n=33 
6.0 
n=19 
.92 5.70 
n=14 
.98 .39 
Age 45-62 
n=70 
5.68 
n=40 
1.30 5.71 
n=30 
1.33 .93 
Age 63-80 
n=82 
5.77 
n=28 
1.04 6.05 
n=54 
.88 .23 
Age 80+ 
n=9 
3.92 
n=2 
4.13 5.93 
n=7 
1.02 .61 
 
 
 Some differences between ethos scores across generations differed from groups A 
and B (see Table 4.12). The greatest differential in ethos exists between Groups A and B 
in the oldest age category, 81+ with those in group B’s ethos perception level being 2.1 
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points lower, however, due to the small sample size this difference was not statistically 
significant (p=.61). The next largest differential exists between the 18-23 year olds where 
Group B’s ethos level was .33 points higher than Group A, this was also not statistically 
significant (p=.65). Smaller differences occurred in the other age group, none of which 
were statistically significant: 24-44 (p=.39), 45-63 (p=.93), and 63-80 (p=.23).  
 Very modest differences between postmodern scores existed between persons all 
subjects in the study (see Table 4.14). The only statistically significant difference 
occurred in the generation group 80 and above. Those 80 and above in Group A had a 
postmodern mean score that was .54 points lower than those 80 and above in Group B. 
Again, these finding regarding postmodern belief must be questioned due to the lack of 
reliability of the Postmodern Belief Survey.   
 
 
Table 4.14. Postmodern Scores by Generation 
 Group A Group B  
 M SD M SD p≤05 
      
Age 18-23 
n=6 
2.85 
n=3 
.13 3.29 
n=3 
.42 .20 
Age 24-44 
n=33 
3.11 
n=19 
.34 2.98 
n=14 
.26 .23 
Age 45-62 
n=70 
2.99 
n=40 
.23 2.94 
n=30 
.23 .40 
Age 63-80 
n=82 
3.13 
n=28 
.31 3.01 
n=54 
.29 .09 
Age 80+ 
n=9 
2.38 
n=2 
.18 2.92 
n=7 
.33 .05 
Composite 3.04 .30 2.99 .29  
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 Other data collected to account for possible intervening variables was the gender 
of the participants (see Table 4.15). Across the entire sample (both Groups A and B) a 
difference (p≤.05) between men’s and women’s postmodern beliefs and attitudes existed. 
Differences between men and women’s scores in Groups A and B were not statistically 
significant.  
 
Table 4.15. Postmodern Belief and Gender 
 Men 
n=95 
Women 
n=105 
 
 M SD M SD p≤.05 
      
All Subjects 
n=200 
3.05 .29 2.96 .28 .04 
Group A 
n=92 
3.07 .30 2.99 .30 .18 
Group B  
n=108 
3.02 .29 2.96 .28 .24 
 
 
Research Question #4 Measurements 
 The fourth research question focused on determining the most effective use of 
sermon illustrations, especially those that utilize personal narrative. To answer this 
question, I conducted focus group discussions with all thirteen Bible study groups in the 
study (see Table 4.16). Following the administration of the surveys and viewing of the 
sermon, I asked three open-ended questions to the subjects: (1) “What kinds of sermon 
illustrations do you find most helpful?” (2) “how do you feel about it when pastors use 
examples, stories, or anecdotes from his or her life in their preaching? (3) “in what ways 
might a pastor’s use of these types of personal examples have a negative effect on their 
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preaching? I used a digital recording device to record all comments from subjects. I 
coded and categorized the data for analysis.  
 
Table 4.16 Church Name Abbreviations 
Abb. Church Name Abb. Church Name 
    
CHI Chickasaw UMC SAA Saraland UMC (A) 
CHR Christ UMC SAB Saraland UMC (B) 
CIT Citronelle UMC SAT Satsuma UMC  
CRA Crawford Memorial UMC SPH Spring Hill Avenue UMC 
CRE Creola UMC TAN Tanner Williams UMC 
DAU Dauphin Island UMC TOU Toulminville-Warren St. UMC 
GRA Grand Bay UMC   
 
 
Focus Group Question One 
 The first question asked of the focus groups was, “What kinds of sermon 
illustrations do you find the most helpful?” Eight basic categories of responses emerged 
from this question (see Table 4.17): (1) those that relate to real life, (2) those that utilize a 
pastor’s personal experience, (3) those that include biblical, geographical, and/or 
historical background. (4) those that relate well to the topic of the sermon, 5) those that 
involve visuals, (6) comments regarding critique of sermons illustrations, (7) critique of 
the sermon viewed during the research, and (8) miscellaneous other comments. 
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Table 4.17 Focus Group Question #1 
 
Answers: What kinds of sermon illustrations do you find most helpful? 
 
 
 
Response Categories 
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1. Those that relate to real life. 18 5 4 0 * 0  0 2 1 2 0 1 1 2 
2. Those which utilize a pastor’s 
personal experience. 
15 0 3 0 * 1 3 1 1 1 1 1 3 0 
3. Those that include 
Biblical/Geographical/Historical 
background. 
11 1 2 0 * 0 0 1 2 0 0 1 4 0 
4. Those that relate well with 
the point or topic of the sermon. 
9 1 0 0 * 0 4 0 1 0 0 0 3 0 
5. Those that involve visuals. 4 0 1 0 * 0 0 0 0 1 0 1 0 1 
6. Critique of sermon 
illustrations. 
8 0 0 0 * 0 0 0 0 0 1 5 2 0 
7. Critique of sermon viewed 
during this study. 
12 0 2 0 * 3 0 0 4 0 1 2 0 0 
8. Miscellaneous responses. 5 0 0 0 * 0 1 0 0 0 0 4 0 0 
Composite 82 7 12 0 * 4 8 4 9 4 3 15 13 3 
 
 
 The most frequent comments about the kinds of sermon illustrations subjects find 
helpful have to do with the degree to which a sermon illustration relates to the subjects’ 
“real life.” In addition to being the most frequent comment among all comments, it was  
the second most frequent comment among all churches. Many comments dealt with a 
desire to hear stories about real people with whom hearers can identify. One subject said 
that the kinds of illustrations he liked are “those that involve real people who have real 
problems.” In addition to connection with stories about real people, many people simply 
expressed a desire to hear illustrations that are “real stories that we can relate to” and that 
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they “like illustrations that are applicable to your life.” Others had some advice about 
how to speak authentically. One respondent said that the key to doing this was 
“projecting your audience into the situation by drawing on common human experience.” 
Similarly, another subject remarked about how these connections can best be made:  
An illustration, in my opinion, ought to be used in a context where you 
don’t have to explain it all because you have the setting in your mind 
already. An illustration that can be done with a few words like a metaphor 
or something like that—that makes the best kind of illustration. 
 
Finally, another helpful piece of advice given by a respondent speaks to the need for 
preachers to broaden their base of connection in the illustrations they choose. She said, 
“If you always talk about hunting and fishing, and no one in your congregation hunts and 
fishes, they are not always going to be able to relate to that.” 
 The second most frequent comment category among all comments is the most 
frequent comment category among churches, having been mentioned fifteen times in nine 
different churches. The theme of this category is an affinity for pastors utilizing their 
personal experience in preaching. One of the subjects who watched Sermon A, which 
contained personal narrative, said about the preacher on the videotape: “I like real life 
illustrations. In this sermon, even though I’ve never seen him before, it kind of 
personalized it.” Another respondent remarked about how personal stories can be 
superior to stories about others: “You can’t just tell a story where you read a guy in 
Omaha got run over by a bus—a story where I got run over by a bus brings people in 
more.” Another comment expressed how personal narrative can aid in a preacher 
identifying him or herself with the congregation, “My husband and I like the fact that our 
preacher doesn’t preach at us. He includes himself in what he is saying.” Others 
commented specifically about their desire to hear their pastor’s personal testimony: “I 
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enjoy when someone gives their personal testimony.” Finally, several respondents 
remarked that they liked their pastor to share “humorous stories because I seem to relate 
to that real well because everyone seems to stump their toe or runs into the wall every 
once in a while.”  
 The third most frequent category with nine responses occurring in four different 
churches has to do with respondents’ affinity for illustrations that illuminate the sermon 
with historical, geographical, and biblical references. One respondent remarked that they 
she liked hearing “definitions such as in the Greek it was this, in the Latin it was this, in 
the Hebrew it was this.” In addition to languages, respondents liked illustrations having 
to do with biblical history and geography: “Sometimes geographical descriptions are 
helpful because we do not have a map in front of us.” Another said he likes it when a 
pastor tells him “where a location is by telling us what we know it as today.”  
 Nine comments in four different churches had to do with the need for illustrations 
to tie directly to the point of the sermon. Responses in this category demonstrated some 
frustration with illustrations in sermons that do not tie well to the point or topic of the 
sermon. One person said, “At lot of times at our church they’ll have a lot of illustrations. 
Sometimes they’ll lose their own point and we’ll get way off topic.” Another stated, “I 
don’t like illustrations which chase rabbits—ones that don’t come to a point, or if they 
come to a point they have nothing to do with the sermon.” Another respondent remarked, 
“I think illustrations need to be clear and to the point that they are addressing or 
illustrating.” Finally, one person said they liked, “stories that are short and to the point.” 
 A few comments were made regarding the desire for preachers to use visuals in 
their sermons:  
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Pastor [NAME REDACTED] did a sermon recently on tithing and he used 
props. A young kid can see that. An older person probably knows, but a 
young person can see if you have so much apples, then you give God 
some, then you have some left. I think that is a good way of illustrating. 
  
A young woman said, “In this day and age people are more visual. Pictures and movie 
clips are helpful. Also putting Bible verses on the screen is helpful.” Another person 
simply stated that they liked “visuals like a video clip or a dance.” 
 Eight comments in three different churches offered various critiques about sermon 
illustrations and their appropriateness or lack thereof. One area of critique mentioned 
pastors who allow their illustrations to take over the sermon: “I have been in many 
churches where the minister reads the Scripture and then that’s the end of it. From then 
on it’s what happened on TV, what he read, its all about everything but Christ.” Another 
said, “We used to have a preacher who did a movie review every Sunday. He went to the 
movies a lot—and we would be sitting there praying that he wouldn’t tell us the ending.” 
Other critique centered on illustrations that are too long or too frequently used. One 
person stated, “I don’t think they need to be repeated—I mean the same type of 
illustration, you know the same subject such as football continually, baseball. You know 
having variety in communication can be good.” Another said, “I don’t like ones that are 
long and drawn out.”  
 Though the focus group question did not ask persons to respond directly to the 
sermon watched during the videotape ten people in four different churches did. Two 
comments about the sermon focused on the illustrations used by the preacher in the 
sermon. One person said, “I think the illustration on baseball was good, but it was a little 
too detailed. It could have been shorter.” Another person remarked, “I think the one about 
Africa—he didn’t even mention AIDS, and that’s what kills so many people.” Two 
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persons, however, liked the preacher’s illustrations. One person said, “I like that he told 
the coach’s name. That way you know it’s a real story.” Another agreed with this 
comment in saying, “A story needs to have a little bit of detail.” Other comments were 
about the preacher’s delivery. One person remarking on their own pastor’s ability to 
preach without notes stated, “He read from beginning to end and it was distracting. If it 
was [sic] his own thoughts you didn’t know it.” Another person felt that the preacher 
“didn’t know the sermon by heart.” A good summary of these critiques is found in one 
woman’s remark: “The way you present makes a big difference. Using hand gestures and 
moving around really draws me in.” Other comments seem to speak directly to the 
preacher’s logos: “His material was disconnected;” “I felt like he was kind of 
inexperienced.” 
 The final grouping contains five unrelated comments spoken in two churches. 
Though not related to any of the major categories above, some of the comments were 
very helpful to the focus of this study. One woman remarked that illustrations were best 
when used “to make us think. I think that’s something [PASTOR’S NAME 
REDACTED] does. All the time he is helping us think for ourselves.” Another person 
remarked, “Sometimes stories make it clear.” 
Focus Group Question Two 
 The second focus group question asked subjects, “How do you feel about it when 
pastors use examples, stories, or anecdotes from his or her life in their preaching.” This 
question yielded seventy comments across all research groups (again data from Crawford 
Memorial UMC is not included due to technical malfunction with recording equipment 
and Creola UMC’s data collection was interrupted by a medical emergency). These 
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responses were coded and grouped into nine different categories (see Table 4.18). These 
categories are (1) making the pastor more human, (2) helping me connect better with the 
pastor, (3) liking it when pastor tells his or her own personal testimony, (4) liking it as 
long as it is relevant to the point (5) needing to be careful regarding overuse and 
repetition (6) making sermon too focused on the preacher, (7) being embarrassing to 
pastor’s family, (8) revealing pastor is too human, and (9) having miscellaneous 
comments. 
 The first category of responses is “Making the pastor more human.” This 
sentiment was expressed fifteen times in seven different churches. One person said that 
she really liked pastors to use their own personal experience in sermons:  
I like it because I tend to put people who are speaking from the pulpit on a 
pedestal anyway. It makes that person real, genuine, makes you relate to 
that person much more, because they are a person like you. 
 
Another person remarked about their affinity for pastors showing their human side: 
I think it’s great. We’re sitting out there seeing the preacher up there. It’s 
helpful when you hear them say they’ve made mistakes. You say, “Oh 
Lord, good, you can actually relate to them, their human. You normally 
think they’re two steps above you and two steps below God—you find out 
they’re on your level. I’ve been around some preacher who you feel 
uncomfortable with them you know it’s hard to really relate. 
 
Another expressed their feelings this way, “The more transparent you can be, it makes us 
realize that you walk the same walk we do. That you don’t have this little glass cage 
around you.” Another expressed their thoughts in this way: “I kind of like it when they 
tell a story and it is self-deprecating, they’re human.” Finally, another encapsulated much 
of what was said throughout this category of responses when he said, “You know what 
it’s like to live in the real world.” Remarks confirmed how important a pastor’s human 
connection is. 
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Table 4.18 Focus Group Question #2 
Responses: How do you feel about it when pastors use examples, stories,  
or anecdotes from his or her life in their preaching?  
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Making  the pastor more human 15 0 4 1 * ** 0 1 2 0 3 2 1 1 
Helping  me connect better 
with the pastor 
11 2 1 1 * ** 1 0 1 0 2 3 0 0 
Liking when pastor tells his or 
her own personal testimony 
6 0 0 0 * ** 0 1 0 0 2 0 1 2 
Liking it long as it is relevant to 
the point 
6 1 1 0 * ** 0 0 1 2 0 1 0 0 
Needing to be careful regarding 
overuse and repetition 
10 2 0 1 * ** 0 0 2 2 1 0 2 0 
Making sermon too focused on 
the preacher. 
5 1 0 0 * ** 0 0 1 0 0 3 0 0 
Being embarrassing to pastor’s 
family. 
3 1 0 0 * ** 0 0 1 0 0 0 1 0 
Revealing pastor is too human 4 0 3 0 * ** 0 0 0 0 0 1 0 0 
Having miscellaneous  10 0 2 3 * ** 1 0 1 0 0 0 2 1 
Composite 70 7 11 6 * ** 2 2 9 4 8 10 7 4 
* Data collected was not usable due to a technical malfunction. 
** Data collection was interrupted by medical emergency 
 
 
  
 The second most frequently given responses had to do with the belief that using 
personal stories helped persons connect better with their pastor. I recoded eleven 
comments to this effect in seven churches. One respondent commented on this question 
by referring to the sermon he viewed during data collection. This respondent watched 
Sermon B, which did not contain personal narrative. He said, “When you don’t use 
personal stories you can feel like you’re being preached at. With this sermon I didn’t feel 
connected.” Others commented on how the use of personal stories related to trust and 
belief. One said, “It is more believable when someone is using their own stories.” Many 
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comments dealt specifically with identification between pastor and congregation. One 
person said, “It helps you identify with the person if they’re having a problem that he’s 
having in his life that you’re having in your life. It helps you to identify with that 
person.” Another person commented on how personal stories help a pastor relate better 
than other kinds of illustrations: “I like personal stories because it is not just something 
they just pulled off the internet just to keep our attention. It’s something personal, it’s 
something real. It shows me that the sermon means something to them too.” One of the 
most poignant comments in this category said about the use of personal stories in 
preaching, “It says that he trusts us enough to open himself up to us.” 
 The third category of responses occurring six times in four churches deals with 
these respondents’ desire to hear their pastors’ personal testimony about their relationship 
with God. Comments such as, “I think it is good when a pastor shares his own personal 
testimony,” and “One of the best ways to use a pastor’s own personal story is to tell about 
their salvation—what brought them to their salvation, where they were called, when they 
were called, typify this category. Another respondent said about pastor’s using personal 
narrative: 
I think it’s a good thing because Pastor [NAME OMITTED] do [sic] the 
same thing. He’ll bring up when he was a kid what he did and even 
sometime he’ll bring up what he did after he was grown, before he 
changed. He’ll bring that up and I’ll relate to that because I know what I 
did before I got saved.  
 
 
 A final comment also summarizes this category well: “I like personal testimony. That 
really helps when someone testifies about what God’s done in your life.” 
 The fourth category of responses reflects the subjects’ desire for the use of 
personal narrative to connect to the point or theme of the sermon. This remark typifies the 
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comments in this category: “If you tell me your personal experience and it has nothing to 
do with the point you’re trying to make, it makes no sense; it has to relate.” Another 
person said this about the use of personal narrative: 
Personal experiences are good, but you’ve got to be very careful because 
if they are not really applicable to the sermon and to the text of the 
sermons, then they are out of place. So, it’s hard to tie them together. You 
need to be very careful. 
 
Another subject stated very simply, “The stories need to be relevant to what you are 
trying to preach.” These respondents recognize the value of using personal narrative well. 
 The next category of comments regards the overuse and repetition of personal 
narrative. I recorded ten comments from six different churches in this category. One 
comment referred specifically to the videotaped sermon watched during data collection. 
A person stated, “The proportion of the story was weighted too heavily to the personal.” 
Other comments in this category were about how personal illustrations can be overdone. 
One person remarked, “You can overwhelm your message with personal stories and 
overshadow the big story.” Another said, “Using personal stories really needs to be 
controlled. It doesn’t need to be the whole sermon.” Another sentiment expressed in this 
category addressed the problem of hearing the same illustrations used again and again. 
One person said, “You don’t want it to be the same ones you hear all the time.” Another 
person made this suggestion about varying types of illustrations used: 
They should use variation in their illustration. They can talk about 
themselves, but like if they want to do that they go from travel, then go 
from that and tell something you’ve heard or an e-mail you’ve heard, and 
then go back and forth and don’t give a really predictable pattern but, and 
then vary it up. 
These respondents indicate that over-using personal narrative can be a real danger. 
 
  Couch 108 
 
 The sixth category included five responses in three different churches. These 
responses expressed caution about how the use of personal narrative may put too much 
focus on the pastor. A particular concern was about how these illustrations may be 
construed as bragging. One person remarked, “Sometimes it depends on what the story is 
about. Sometimes I feel like they can try to brag about themselves sometimes.” Another 
person offered further critique: 
Sometimes I hear preachers say, “Me, I went to this school, and I did this, 
and I”—well I don’t care what you did. It makes me feel like they’re 
trying to put themselves up here and I need you to be down here where I 
am. 
 
A pastor participating in the discussion remarked, “I try to balance between personal 
illustrations and other kinds of illustrations. I don’t want to stand up in the pulpit and talk 
about me every week.” Another subject said about the over-use of personal narrative: 
“Sometimes they can be too ‘I’ focused, and not about what God has done.” The 
comments in this category clearly caution against bragging and overuse of personal 
narrative. 
 The next category of responses demonstrated how preachers’ use of personal 
illustrations from their family life may be inappropriate. Three comments in three 
churches were made regarding the family life of the preacher. One person remarked, 
“Pastors need to be careful with the illustrations they share about their families, 
especially if it might be hurtful to their children.” Another said emphatically, “Don’t ever 
talk about your spouse or your children.” 
 An earlier category featured comments about how the use of personal narrative 
made pastors seem human. This next category contains cautions about how the 
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inappropriate use of personal narrative may make a pastor seem too human. All three 
comments come from the same church. One subject related this story: 
This is happening in my daughter’s church, a small church in [location 
name redacted]. Their pastor has been standing in the pulpit and has been 
sharing his experiences and it has gotten to the point where he isn’t just 
sharing about his experiences. We wonder if he is standing up there and 
confessing? 
                     
Another person remarked, “If a person is too open or too personal, you can step over the 
line. I don’t know where that line is.” Finally, the third comment summarizes this 
category well: “Sometimes we don’t want our preachers to be as human as we are.” 
Respondents whose remarks are in this category demonstrate the importance of balance 
when using personal narrative. 
 The final category of responses to this question contains ten responses from six 
different churches. This category is named having miscellaneous comments because the 
responses do not relate to one another and do not fit well into the other categories. 
However, this category contains several informative comments, both positive and 
negative, regarding pastors’ use of personal narrative. One person remarked, “It’s good 
for pastors to tell personal stories, as long as it’s true.” Another said, “It is bad when 
pastors stress their own personal agendas.” Still another said that personal narrative can 
be good but that “it depends on whether the preacher has enough life experience from 
which to draw.” Others remarked about their preference for personal narrative that is 
funny and/or interesting. One said, “It’s good to get a few laughs off the preacher.” 
Another said, “It makes it kind of interesting, if it is interesting. If it’s a boring story then 
everyone will know it. It needs to pique your interest.” These miscellaneous reflect a the 
various and good advice given by respondents. 
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Focus Group Question Three 
 The final focus group discussion question asked about how a pastor’s use of 
personal narrative may be negative. This question did not garner as many responses as 
the first two questions because many had already commented on the negative aspects of 
using personal narrative. Some churches had no responses to this question for this reason. 
Also, no responses are recorded from Crawford UMC due to a technology malfunction or 
from Creola UMC due to a medical emergency that interrupted the data collection. I 
collected, coded, and categorized the comments made. The six categories of the 
responses include (1) a line that can be crossed, 2) stories that must be relevant to the 
point or topic of the sermon, (3) stories that can be hurtful or embarrassing if they involve 
the pastor’s family members, (4) stories that must be true, (5) stories that are in danger of 
being repeated and overused, and (6) miscellaneous comments (see Table 4.19). I 
recorded thirty-three comments in seven church study groups. 
 The first category deals with a sentiment expressed in the comments that a line 
can be crossed when using personal narrative. One lengthy comment from a person at 
Toulminville-Warrant Street UMC during the presidential election of 2008 discussed this 
line and where it is found: 
We’re talking about preaching and I guess that any time a pastor speaks 
there should be some etiquette, some ethics that he utilizes no matter what 
he is speaking in, it should be acceptable. Most recently the display that a 
lot of people have probably seen is Rev. Wright, and I think that there 
were some things that he did speaking in front of the Press Club that I 
thought was kind of inappropriate. There were some things that he said 
that you probably not want a preacher to say. You need to have the 
temperament of the pastor. 
 
Responses in this category clearly stated that a line exists that pastors should not cross. 
One person said, “Don’t get your butt down in the gutter. There’s a line and you don’t 
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need to cross it. When you start getting down in the gutter…you’re going too far.” 
Another person’s comment reflected on the complexity of this issue: “There’s a whole 
different situation between the pulpit and sharing something personally with me at a 
coffee shop—where it’s appropriate to cross the line and where it’s not.” Finally, these 
words help to encapsulate the real difficulty pastors face with this issue: 
We like to think that the pastor is in control of his life. Then, the 
revelation that to some degree that you’re not—don’t totally have your act 
together is fine, but to let it all hang out, hang the laundry out, I think, 
destroys, has something to do with destroying the credibility of the pastor. 
Even though we like to believe they should be human beings like the rest 
of us there is to some degree—that we expect a little more. 
 
These comments help delineate between appropriate and inappropriate personal narrative. 
 
 The second category of responses about the negatives surrounding the use of 
personal narrative contains four comments from two churches. These responses highlight 
the need for personal narrative to connect directly with the point or theme of a particular 
sermon. A person summarized this category of responses well when she said, “I think it’s 
important that it should relate to the subject matter and enhance the focal point. If it 
doesn’t enhance, then don’t say it.” Another person said, “I think an illustration that does 
not tie back into some biblical foundation, if it doesn’t make a connection, it is not 
helpful.” To be effective personal narrative should by closely tied the points or themes of 
sermons. 
 The third category contains responses that express caution to pastors when they 
think about using stories about their family members in their sermons. Five comments in 
four churches fall into this category. Persons expressed great concern for pastors’ spouses 
and children. One woman said, “Occasionally I’ve heard a pastor will tell a story that 
might be embarrassing to their family, and you think, ‘Gosh, I wouldn’t want to be their 
  Couch 112 
 
son or daughter.” Another person expressed his concern about this issue: “I think pastors’ 
children live in some fear that you may tell something that may embarrass them.” One 
person seemed to understand the complexity of this issue and had advice for pastors who 
would like to use their family stories in the pulpit: 
Sometimes you want to share something—someone later will say, 
especially if it’s your family—I noticed that your wife didn’t like that. I 
think yet if there is something and your wife is OK with it. It can be 
delicate. You may want to check with your wife first. It’s hard to share 
about your family and leave your family out of it. It can be a challenge in 
speaking. You want to be real and be personable—you have to be careful.  
 
Another person summed this issue well when she said this about using personal narrative, 
“One of the downsides is if it embarrasses the family of the pastor.” Respondents clearly 
indicate that caution must be used when pastors consider using their families as the 
subjects for personal narrative. 
 The third category contains four comments from three churches, which focus on 
the importance of truthfulness when pastors are using personal narrative. One person’s 
comment concerned the issue of frequency and truthfulness in using personal narrative: “I 
think that if you do it too much you get to the point where you wonder, ‘Can this many 
things really happen to this guy? Is he really telling the truth?” Another representative 
comment came from a retired pastor who said, “The thing that had troubled me is when a 
preacher tells an illustration as if it were his own and then realize that I had used that 
illustration.” Another person commented, “If something is too sweet and too over the top 
then it probably is too good to be true.” 
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Table 4.19. Focus Group Question #3 
Answers: In what ways might a pastor’s use of these types of personal examples have a negative 
effect on their preaching? 
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There is a line that can be 
crossed. 
11 0 7 0 * ** 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 4 
Stories need to be relevant to 
the point or topic of the 
sermon. 
4 0 1 0 * ** 0 0 3 0 0 0 0 0 
Personal stories can often be 
hurtful or embarrassing if they 
involve a pastor’s family 
members. 
5 1 0 1 * ** 2 1 0 0 0 0 0 0 
Personal stories must be true. 4 1 0 0 * ** 2 1 0 0 0 0 0 0 
There is danger of repetition 
and overuse. 
4 1 0 0 * ** 2 1 0 0 0 0 0 0 
Miscellaneous Comments 5 1 1 0 * ** 1 2 0 0 0 0 0 0 
Composite 33 3 9 1 * ** 6 3 3 0 0 0 0 4 
* Data collected was not usable due to a technical malfunction. 
** Data collection was interrupted by medical emergency 
 
 
 
 The fourth category contains four comments from three different churches that 
highlight the negative that can arise in using personal narrative too frequently and not 
varied enough. Two subjects expressed real frustration with former pastors who over-
used personal narrative. One said, “I don’t know how many people are sick and tired of 
hearing little [name redacted] stories. I went through that for years. I don’t want to hear 
about when someone was a child.” Another expressed her frustration: 
“We had people who would leave the church because they didn’t want to 
have to hear about the dog again—he would talk sometimes half the 
sermon on a dog. We have dogs, we love our dogs the same that he loved 
[name of dog redacted]” 
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Others expressed more general dislike of this negative. One person said, “I think 
illustrations can be too long. You can get lost in the illustration and forget the point.” 
Another said, “I’ve never liked too much repetition, I’ve heard that’s good, but I’ve been 
in many a sermon where there is too much repetition.” Respondents recognize the 
possibility that pastors will use personal narrative too frequently.  
 The final category includes five miscellaneous comments from four different 
churches. Though not related to one another or to the other categories, I recorded 
important comments and placed them into this category. One comment expressed concern 
that the use of personal narrative might make one’s sermon too self-focused:  
You can take your focus off what is really important. You start to focus on 
yourself and you become what is important rather than Scripture itself that 
you’re trying to deliver. I think there is a balance in doing so. 
 
Another commented on her preference for biblical stories rather than personal narrative: 
“I like the preacher who is able to use stories from the Bible. There’s lots of stuff in the 
Bible to use.” Finally, another person commented on the need for sermon illustrations to 
have a broad frame of reference. This person said, “I think you should be careful as a 
pastor because the topic of your illustration may not be broad enough to interest people.” 
These cautions, thought not as frequent as others, inform how best to use personal 
narrative.  
Amendment One 
 A number of comments outside the scope of the focus group questions indicated 
that part of the content of Sermons A and B may have impacted the testing in an 
unexpected way. During the sermons, the preacher discussed opinions about a recent 
political controversy in Alabama politics about which many people in the state felt very 
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passionate. Nineteen different comments arose beyond the scope of the focus questions 
during data collection that had to do with the preacher’s comments concerning 
Amendment One,  the controversial political issue. These comments fell into four basic 
categories: (1) The pulpit is not a place for politics, (2) pastors should speak 
appropriately to their congregations about politics, (3) political discussion in sermons is a 
distraction, and (4) political discussion from the pulpit must be done carefully (see Table 
4.20). 
 The first category of responses contains eight comments from four different 
churches from persons who did not like that the preacher talked about this controversial 
political issue. One comment summarized the prevailing idea in this category: “I don’t 
like politics in the service. That’s a private thing and I don’t like illustrations that bring 
up political things because that distracts from the message.” Another person said 
succinctly: “The Methodist Church doesn’t take stands.” Other participants, similar to 
this one, stated their own opinion about the controversial topic: “There were reasons to 
vote for the referendum, but many reasons to vote against it. They should have had a 
referendum that really just focused on helping the poor. 
 The second category of responses expressed support of the preachers’ speaking 
about politics. Six persons in four churches expressed this idea. One person said, “I think 
it was appropriate because God’s in our lives in politics as well. Just because its politics 
doesn’t mean he can’t comment about it.” Another person expressed her support: 
On the issue of political issues—I think the churches should do more of 
that, but based on the Scriptures and what the churches believe in and get 
the people, the Christians need to rally around and work together and beat 
sin that is coming into the world.  
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Respondents whose comments are found in this category demonstrate that there may be 
appropriate ways to speak about politics from the pulpit. 
 
Table 4.20 Comments Regarding Amendment One 
 Frequency 
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The pulpit is not a place for 
politics. 
8 2 0 0 * 0 0 3 0 1 2 0 0 0 
Pastors should speak 
appropriately about political 
issues to their congregations. 
6 0 0 0 * 0 0 1 0 1 1 3 0 0 
Political discussion in sermons 
is a distraction. 
3 0 0 0 * 0 0 1 0 1 0 1 0 0 
Political discussion from the 
pulpit must be done carefully. 
2 1 0 0 * 0 0 0 0 1 0 0 0 0 
Composite 19 1 0 0 * 0 0 5 0 4 3 4 0 0 
 
 
 The third category of responses to this controversial political topic expressed a 
general feeling that this example in the sermon was distracting. One person expressed his 
discomfort: 
There was a little bit of confliction. I always get a little bit nervous when 
there is a political platform behind something; however, I saw his point 
and appreciated what he was trying to say there.  
 
Another person also expressed being conflicted:  
 
Even though it didn’t bother me personally, I kind of thought I know that 
there are people in here that it will bother. So instead of paying attention 
to what he was saying, I was thinking about all of that. 
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Clearly the political reference, at the very least, drew attention to the illustration which 
may have distracted from the sermon’s overall meaning. 
 The final category of responses demonstrated a more nuanced view of this issue 
and provided some insight on how this sort of personal narrative can be done 
appropriately. One person said, “From the pulpit you have to walk a fine line if you 
discuss politics because you have so many different people who have different ideas and 
you don’t want to discourage them from having their own ideas.” Another person said 
simply, “Bring up issues at the proper time and place.” 
 In addition to these comments, the I noted that during the focus group discussion 
persons were noticeably upset about the preacher’s comments about Amendment One 
within the sermon on the videotape. I also noted that the frustration about these political 
comments was more intense after viewing Sermon A in which the preacher claimed his 
comments about Amendment One were his opinion. In Sermon B the preacher does not 
personally claim his comments about Amendment One as his own.  
Summary of Major Findings 
 The purpose of this study was to measure how the use of personal narrative in 
preaching affects the perceived ethos of a preacher during a preaching event, especially 
by postmodern hearers. The quantitative portion of the study revealed very little 
information regarding the purpose of this study. However, the qualitative portion yielded 
valuable information about personal narrative and how it can best be used. A number of 
findings arose.  
•  No significant difference existed between the subjects’ perception of the 
preacher’s ethos whether or not personal narrative was used. 
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• I found only a moderately strong correlation between the preacher’s perceived 
ethos and the preacher’s perceived logos.  
• The use of personal narrative is a valuable tool for preachers which can help 
them effectively identify with their congregations if used appropriately. 
•  The misuse of personal narrative in sermons can have a very negative effect 
on sermons and could affect a preacher’s perceived ethos. 
• Personal narrative involving a preacher’s own political opinions must be done 
very carefully, if at all. 
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CHAPTER 5 
 
DISCUSSION 
 
 The origin of this project can be traced to my concern for pastors who do not use 
personal narrative in their preaching because they were taught not to. Heightening this 
concern was the fact that preachers today are preaching in an increasingly postmodern 
context where so many are skeptical when claiming truth. These concerns caused me to 
wonder what connections exist between the kinds of illustrations pastors choose to use in 
their preaching and the kinds of connections they make with their hearers. I hypothesized 
that a positive correlation would exist between the levels of trust pastors experience from 
their listeners and pastors’ use of personal narrative. Furthermore, I hypothesized that this 
level of trust would be even more significant when a pastor is preaching to persons with 
higher levels of postmodern belief and attitude.  
 Though much of what drove this research topic was backed by communication 
theory and generational studies, the real driving force behind my belief in the power of 
personal narrative lies in the biblical witness, especially in the person of Jesus. In Chapter 
2, I stated that Jesus did not use personal narrative as it is being defined in this study but 
that he used his own unique version of personal narrative. Though I do still understand 
this statement to be true, I understand even more that, in some ways Jesus, himself, was 
personal narrative. The Incarnation was the ultimate sharing of story with others. Though 
much of my quantitative research proved to be inconclusive, the power of the Incarnation 
still calls all those who bring the good news to others, not only to speak it but to live it. 
The qualitative data discovered supports this truth.  
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Major Findings 
 The results of this study demonstrated no statistically significant difference 
between the using and not using of personal narrative when it comes to a preacher’s 
ethos. Furthermore, only a very weak positive correlation existed between a preacher’s 
ethos and the use of personal narrative when preaching to persons who were more 
postmodern. A very weak negative correlation between ethos and postmodern belief 
existed when personal narrative was not used. A moderately strong correlation did exist 
between the pastor’s perceived ethos and his perceived logos, which was significant.  
The qualitative data gathered and analyzed produced more fruitful results. First of 
all, it yielded valuable insight into what kinds of illustrations hearers find most helpful. 
These findings also revealed that personal narrative is one of the most helpful kinds of 
sermon illustrations pastors use. Furthermore, the research indicated not only the 
helpfulness of personal narrative in preaching, but provided clues as to when and how to 
utilize it best, and which kinds of personal narrative can be employed most effectively. 
The findings also discovered some of the major drawbacks of using personal narrative in 
preaching and provided help to preachers to avoid dangerous pitfalls. Finally, as a 
surprise finding, the research revealed just how distracting personal narrative can be 
when it is mixed with politics. 
Ethos and Personal Narrative 
 The literature clearly suggested that a relationship between ethos and personal 
narrative exists. Unfortunately, the research done for this study did not demonstrate any 
correlation when I analyzed subjects from the entire sample. As stated in Chapter 4, no 
statistically significant relationship was demonstrated. This finding does not mean that no 
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relationship between these things exists nor does it mean, as a cursory review of the data 
might suggest, that the use of personal narrative actually decreases one’s perceived ethos. 
What I think this demonstrates, as seen in the review of the literature, is that ethos is a 
complex web of beliefs, attitudes, and even snap judgments made as human minds decide 
who is trustworthy and who is not. The inconclusive findings for this part of the research 
indicate that simply using personal narrative in one’s sermon will not have a significant 
impact on his or her perceived ethos. Increasing trustworthiness as a preacher will take 
more than telling personal stories. 
Ethos and Logos 
 The research indicated a moderately strong correlation between perceptions of 
ethos and logos that was statistically significant. In many ways this was to be expected 
because Aristotle’s proofs of logos, ethos, and pathos, though distinct, are very 
interrelated (McCroskey and Teven). This was reflected in the qualitative data gathered. 
Most of the comments about the preacher and his sermon on the videotape were critical 
of the pastor’s logos, rather than his ethos. One person said, “I felt like he was kind of 
inexperienced.” Another said, “His material was disconnected.” In listening to these 
comments and others about the preacher, I got the sense that the preacher’s perceived 
logos was having a negative impact on his perceived ethos. Again, this finding 
demonstrates complexity of ethos and its perception. This research indicates that if 
pastors desire to have a high degree of trust with their hearers, they also must work hard 
to prepare well thought out, well constructed, and coherent sermons. This need was also 
reflected in the qualitative data gathered as people repeatedly mentioned how they 
believed that a pastor’s illustrations, involving personal narrative or not, should tie 
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directly to the point. No matter how “good” one’s illustrations are, their effectiveness is 
tied directly to the logos of the sermon. Tying illustrations effectively to the point or 
theme of the sermon will have a positive impact on a pastor’s ethos as well. 
Effective Use of Illustrations 
 The qualitative portion of my research provided rich insight into what kinds of 
illustrations are most helpful, as well as the most effective use of illustrations. The 
research indicated clearly that four kinds of sermons illustrations exist that the subjects of 
this study find most helpful: (1) Those that relate to real life, (2) those that utilize a 
pastor’s personal experience, (3) those that include biblical, geographical, and/or 
historical details that help persons relate better to the text of the Bible, and (4) those that 
relate well to the point of the sermon. 
Those That Relate to Real Life 
 The subjects of the study widely reported their desire for illustrations that relate to 
real life. Real stories about real people who have real problems are the kinds they seem to 
like best. The frequent mention of the word “real” in these comments is indicative of 
what the review of the literature has revealed about postmodern persons and their desire 
for authenticity. In addition to authenticity these subjects report that they desire for these 
real stories to be ones where preachers and their hearer’s find common ground. Several 
comments centered on the subjects’ desire that the illustrations preachers use be 
something that they can relate to. Others suggested that pastors vary the topics of the 
illustrations and try to find illustrations with which everyone could be familiar. Again, 
these comments reflect the review of the literature, which highlighted just how important 
local community and commonality is to postmoderns.  
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Personal Narrative 
 When I asked the open-ended question, “What kinds of illustrations do you find 
most helpful?” long before I ever told the research groups what my dissertation was 
about, I was impressed by how frequently and consistently the subjects reported how 
helpful pastors sharing their own personal experience is. In fact, the data indicates that 
this comment was the most frequent to be mentioned across the churches (relating to real 
life occurred more often but in fewer churches). One of the comments made in this 
category actually supported at least part of the hypothesis of this study. One gentleman 
who watched Sermon A, which contained personal narrative, said, “I like real life 
illustrations. In this sermon, even though I’ve never seen him before, it kind of 
personalized it.” Others more generally expressed how valuable a pastor sharing his or 
her own story is to their preaching. The comments in this category recall Burke’s notion 
of ”consubstantiality” in the review of the literature in which the rhetor identifies with his 
audience and in so doing becomes one with them (Burke 20-23). One subject gave a great 
clue as to how pastors can better do this when she said, “My husband and I like the fact 
that our preacher doesn’t preach at us—he includes himself in what he is saying.” The 
final facet of this category involves a pastor sharing his or her own testimony. It was 
stated by several in this category how helpful it is for them to hear about what God has 
done or is doing in the life of their preacher. The review of the literature demonstrated the 
value of this kind of personal narrative. From Paul to Polycarp and beyond, sharing our 
personal testimonies is a powerful way to connect with people (R. Allen “Preaching” 15). 
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Biblical/Historical/Geographical Illustrations 
 I must admit that this category surprised me. Though a majority of this category 
of comments came from one church whose pastor places a high priority on this kind of 
illustration, persons in five different churches described how they like for Scripture to be 
illuminated by this type of background information. Pastors who enjoy demonstrating 
their knowledge of Greek and Hebrew will surely be pleased to read one person’s 
comment who said she liked to hear “definitions such as in the Greek…” This comment 
demonstrates again the close the connection between ethos and logos mentioned 
previously and the importance for pastors to include solid information in their sermons. 
Those That Relate Well to the Point 
 I was also surprised to hear the comments in this category that stress the 
importance to preachers that illustrations must be connected with the point or theme of 
their sermons. My surprise was largely due to the fact that I would have guessed this 
advice would not have needed to be mentioned because the general point of an 
illustration is to vivify or explain a point. Apparently, however, the subjects in this study 
have endured more than a few pointless sermons in their years of listening from the pew. 
In fact, throughout all the focus group discussions (including those in the coming 
sections), comments about pastors “chasing rabbits” was made verbatim three different 
times. Again, all of these comments reflect how critical a preacher’s logos is in 
constructing and delivering sermons. As mentioned previously, if a preachers’ logos is 
improved, likely their ethos will be, too. 
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Effective Use of Personal Narrative 
 The subjects of this study indicated a strong preference for sermon illustrations in 
which a preacher draws on his or her own life experience. This next part of the research 
deals specifically with the subjects’ feelings about the use of personal narrative: its effect, 
its use, and its misuse. 
The Effect of Personal Narrative 
 The research indicated three major effects that come from the use of personal 
narrative: (1) It makes the pastor more human, (2) it may make the pastor appear too 
human, and (3) it helps the congregation connect better with their pastor. 
 One of the most powerful discoveries in this research was just how important the 
use of personal narrative is to conveying that a pastor is truly human. I was almost 
astounded to hear of so many different people not only the same sentiment but nearly the 
exact same words about how a pastor’s use of personal narrative helps their 
congregations know he or she is human. Even in this day and age when many pastors are 
falling from grace and others are unfairly maligned, many people still expect their pastors 
to be exemplary people. The research indicates that not only does an affinity for pastors 
to use personal narrative exist; an almost intense desire for pastors to demonstrate their 
humanity also exists. In these comments I hear a postmodern cry for authenticity and 
togetherness. The people in the pews want to know that their pastor “knows what it’s like 
to live in the real world.”  
 Interestingly, another comment, which was far less frequent, but still important, 
dealt with the fact that congregations do want their pastors to be human but they do not 
want them to be too human. Many subjects mentioned that a line exists which pastors 
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may, at times, cross when sharing about themselves. Some of this sharing may involve 
details about a preacher’s life or sins with which they struggle that are inappropriate to 
share from the pulpit. Others commented that sensitive situations going on in the church 
should not be addressed through stories told at the holy desk. The comments in this 
category reflect the caution of Eslinger who warned that congregations are reticent to 
have their pastors share too personally from the pulpit or they may diminish what he calls 
the “valorization” of the pastor that is important to so many congregations (95). These 
comments and Eslinger’s wisdom highlight that the use of personal narrative involves 
risk and should be done with care. 
  The final effect of personal narrative is that it helps the members of a 
congregation connect better with their pastor. One comment made during the research 
helped to prove part of the hypothesis of this study. A person who had watched Sermon 
B, which did not contain personal narrative, remarked, “When you don’t use personal 
stories you feel like you’re being preached at. With this sermon I didn’t feel connected.” 
Once again, Burke’s concept of identification and consubstantiality from the literature 
review come to mind (20-23). In fact, one subject’s remarks could have been written by 
Burke himself: “It helps you identify with the person, if you’re having a problem that 
he’s having in is life that you’re having in your life.” The research clearly indicated that 
using personal narrative helps congregations connect with their pastors. 
The Best Use of Personal Narrative 
 Persons in this study not only commented on the effect of personal narrative but 
also on how it is best used and warned about ways it can be misused. One of the most 
frequent suggestions on how best to use personal narrative is very similar to a point made 
  Couch 127 
 
earlier about sermon illustrations in general. Personal narrative, just like all illustrations, 
should fit with the point or theme of the sermon. Comments along these lines were very 
clear: Personal stories should not be told just for the sake of telling personal stories. As 
one person stated, “If you tell me your personal experience and it has nothing to do with 
the point you’re trying to make, it makes no sense. It has to relate.” Comments such as 
these once again tie in with points mentioned earlier about logos and the importance of 
preaching even when using personal narrative. 
 The research also indicated that pastors should be careful when using personal 
narrative in regard to how much it is used. Many expressed an affinity for the use of 
personal narrative but thought it could be overdone. One very legitimate concern 
involved how personal narrative can overwhelm a sermon. One person stated about the 
sermon used in the research, which had a prolonged personal story (Sermon A) about 
baseball: “The proportion of the story was weighted too heavily to the personal.” Several 
others expressed this idea more generally about preaching. One said, “You can 
overwhelm your message with personal stories and overshadow the big story.” These 
comments reflect one of the great pitfalls of using personal narrative: allowing it to 
overshadow the biblical story. Again the research suggests that the use of personal 
narrative can be good but must be done so as not to distract from the message of the 
sermon. 
 Other comments expressed during the research dealt with another facet of 
personal narrative overwhelming the message: when the pastor’s personality overwhelms 
the sermon. Some subjects described this problem as the pastor’s “bragging” during the 
sermon. This critique is very much in line with the caution Buttrick voices. He is 
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concerned that pastors self sharing would take the focus off of God and put the focus on 
themselves (142). The same concern is expressed by the subjects in this study. Good 
advice came from one pastor who was a part of this research. She said, “I try to balance 
between personal illustrations and other kinds of illustrations. I don’t want to stand up in 
the pulpit and talk about me every week.” Again, the research suggests that the use of 
personal narrative can be good as long as it is done with some caution. 
 One of the most interesting findings in the study was the warning expressed by 
subjects about pastors telling stories concerning their family members in their sermons. 
This response arose in both the questions regarding personal narrative in general, as well 
as in the questions that asked the subjects to provide negatives about personal narrative. 
The research indicates that this use of personal narrative is an area of concern to pastors, 
their spouses, and their congregations. Though I do not wish to divulge anyone’s identity, 
as researcher, I noted that several of the comments in this category came from pastors and 
their spouses. The negatives about this kind of personal narrative cut in many different 
directions. First, as commented upon by many of the subjects, pastors talking about their 
families in sermons can be hurtful or embarrassing. In addition, however, the research 
indicates that this type of personal narrative may be distracting to the congregation. 
Several of the subjects commented on how they reacted to pastors using family examples 
or stories during sermons. These concerns are certainly a perfect example of Buttrick’s 
“split focus” concern (142). Instead of listening to the message of the sermon, some may 
be wondering how what was said by a pastor is impacting his or her family. This concern 
adds a new dimension to the problem that I had not before realized. However, the 
pastor’s family life contains a rich treasure trove of stories and examples that is helpful in 
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identifying with his or her congregation. I think a good suggestion of balance came from 
one of the subjects when she said to her pastor (who was male and married): “You may 
want to check with your wife first. It’s hard to share about your family and leave your 
family out of it.” 
 A final caution I wish to share from the research involves the importance of truth 
telling. The research indicates that though the subjects desire for their pastors to use 
personal narrative, a fear exists that their pastors may embellish too much on their stories 
or even go as far as lying. As mentioned in chapter 4, one retired pastor humorously 
shared, “The thing that had troubled me is when a preacher tells an illustration as if it 
were his own, and then realizes that I had used that illustration.” The research, however, 
discovered a fairly persistent sense of doubt as subjects wondered aloud if their preachers 
were given to untruthfulness. The research indicates that pastors who use personal 
narrative must commit themselves to a stringent fidelity to the truth. This need for truth 
telling reminds me of a friend of mine who told me of a pastor who said to him, “Once 
you can fake authenticity, you have it made.” Much of this research project speaks 
directly to the fact that pastors desperately need authenticity, and they can not afford to 
fake it. 
Personal Narrative and Politics 
 When I chose Rev. Brian Miller and the sermon he preached for this research 
project, I had no idea how controversial his reference to Alabama’s Amendment One 
would be. Throughout the course of my focus group discussions, talk about Amendment 
One came up beyond the scope of the stated questions. When it first occurred, I did not 
pay a lot of attention to it; however, it became increasingly apparent that I had stumbled 
  Couch 130 
 
upon something I had not anticipated. Listening and coding the comments about 
Amendment One in the research has provided helpful, if unexpected, insight into personal 
narrative and politics. 
 Before I continue I would like to provide a little background information about 
Amendment One. The state of Alabama has one of the most regressive tax systems in the 
country. In June 2003, when Amendment One was up for adoption during a statewide 
referendum, Alabamians making as little as $4,500 had to pay state income tax. 
Amendment One was a massive restructuring of Alabama’s tax code that involved raising 
property taxes (Alabama’s property taxes at the time were the lowest in the country), 
taxing services, raising the state income tax threshold, and eliminating the state sales tax 
on groceries. The fight for Amendment One was led by Alabama’s Republican Governor, 
Bob Riley. The statewide debate about this amendment was vicious and ended up pitting 
mainline Christians aligned with the progressive Alabama Arise group who were in favor 
of the amendment against many evangelical Christians led by Alabama’s Christian 
Coalition who opposed the amendment. 
 In the videotaped sermon, the preacher, Rev. Miller, made these comments about 
the defeat of Amendment One and what it might say about the Christians of Alabama: 
My concern, though, is that the vote showed us that the people of Alabama 
are far too concerned with protecting our wealth, that we are focused on 
what’s in our own best interest rather than what is in our neighbors’ best 
interests. My concern is that even here in the State of Alabama where over 
90% of people call Jesus Lord, that even here, even here we are more 
concerned with our possessions and our own comfort than the needs of 
others. That we don’t understand what it means to be called a Disciple. 
Maybe, we just didn’t know what we were getting ourselves into. (From 
Sermon A; see Appendix C) 
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The inclusion of this illustration in the sermon sparked many comments ranging from 
mild anger to appreciative understanding. Several of those commenting thought the 
pulpit no place for political speech of any kind. Others were appreciative of his 
challenging remarks and thought his comments were helpful to hear how the gospel 
intersects even with the voting booth. Others believed the comments were a distraction 
and because they were thinking about who the preacher might have offended, they lost 
their concentration. The final group of responses help pastors understand how best to 
approach political speech in their sermons: do so very carefully. Some of the research 
indicated that the preacher’s inclusion of this illustration may have impacted his 
perceived ethos. Though not statistically significant, the ethos scores for those watching 
Sermon B were higher than those watching Sermon A. In Sermon B, the preacher 
depersonalized this illustration and did not claim that these political beliefs were his 
own. However, comments about Amendment One in the focus group discussions were 
as plentiful or more plentiful in the churches watching Sermon B as those in Sermon A. 
Though the research is inconclusive, I wonder to what extent the preacher’s ethos was 
helped by distancing himself from the political remarks during Sermon B.  
 Ultimately, however, the research does indicate that political speech can be a 
form of personal narrative that impacts how a preacher’s sermon is perceived and 
received. Because many, if not most, of the subjects participating in the research likely 
voted against Amendment One (Amendment One was defeated), the preacher’s 
comments were challenging, distracting, or inspiring. This discussion about political 
speech brings to mind comments made during the data collection about the negatives of 
personal narrative when one subject brought up the issue of Jeremiah Wright, President 
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Barack Obama’s former pastor who caused such controversy during the 2008 
presidential election: 
Most recently a display that most people have seen is Rev. Wright and I 
think that there were some things that he did speaking in front of the 
Press Club that I thought was kind of inappropriate. There were some 
things that he said that you probably not [sic] want a preacher to say. You 
need to have the temperament of the pastor. 
 
These remarks along with those about Amendment One demonstrate that a line 
separating appropriate political speech and inappropriate political speech exists that is 
difficult to define. Whether they are using personal narrative or some other kind of 
illustration, whether they are sharing about their families or talking about their political 
convictions, pastors must determine where that line is and try not to cross it. 
Weaknesses of the Study 
 Throughout the process of this research I have thought of many ways the study 
could have been strengthened. One way is by utilizing an entirely qualitative 
methodology. I had difficulty measuring something so nuanced as the use or non-use of 
personal narrative in a quantifiable way that would yield truly useful information.  
 Obviously, this study would be strengthened by improving the Postmodern 
Belief Survey in order to increase its validity and stability. The statements on the survey 
were very reflective of postmodern belief; however, they may need to be reworded in 
order to isolate the exact meaning of each statement. Another possibility is to use 
semantic differential (as used in the Sermon Response Survey) in order to isolate the 
true postmodern beliefs and values being measured. 
 This study would have been strengthened if the videotaped sermons had been 
even more identical. Though I made every effort to make Sermons A and B identical, 
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achieving this was nearly impossible. One improvement might be using an audio taped 
sermon instead of a videotaped sermon. This change would more easily control the 
variables created by the preacher’s differences in delivery between Sermons A and B.  
 This study may also be strengthened by making the sermons more different. In 
my attempt to isolate the variable, I may have weakened the study in unintended ways. 
The preacher went to great lengths to make the sermons and their delivery identical and 
in doing this his nonverbal cues may have not matched his verbal statements. This lack 
of authenticity may have been picked up by hearers and confounded the results. A way 
to improve this weakness is for a preacher to preach two different sermons to live 
congregations. One sermon would contain personal narrative, the second sermon, which 
would be a totally different sermon, would contain no personal narrative. After viewing 
both sermons, the subjects could discuss what was preferred between the two sermons 
and why. This more qualitative approach in using two different sermons would help 
solve several weaknesses of this study.  
 Another weakness of the study may have been the use of a videotaped sermon. 
As has been quoted often, “The media is the message” (McLuhan 7). The methodology 
chosen for this study involved videotape which certainly affected the perceived ethos of 
the preacher. A way to improve this issue would be the utilization of a live preaching 
event rather than a videotaped one. Live preaching would enable the subjects to hear and 
understand more fully the preacher’s sermon in a way that cannot be done via videotape. 
Contributing to Research Methodology 
 When this research began, I attempted to find a previously validated attitude 
scale that measures postmodern belief and attitude. I was unsuccessful. The only surveys 
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I discovered measured only the surface level descriptors of postmodernism rather than 
the deep beliefs that are its foundation. The survey I developed was a step in the right 
direction because it focused on the core postmodern beliefs discovered in my review of 
the literature. However, it needs to be strengthened in terms of its reliability and validity, 
I think the four subscales of truth, narrative, future, and community would be a good 
structure on which to build an improved postmodern belief and attitude survey. I might 
suggest the inclusion of a fifth subscale: pluralism which was included in the truth 
subscale in my instrument.  
 Secondly, my use of McCroskey and Teven’s source credibility measures may 
bring to light their helpfulness in measuring Aristotle’s three proofs, specifically in 
preaching. I am not aware if they have been used for rating sermons before, but I found 
it to be a useful tool. Hopefully my use of these scales in this research will encourage a 
later researcher to take them up for their study on preaching. 
Further Studies 
 This study failed to draw a conclusive link between the use of personal narrative, 
a preacher’s ethos, and preaching to postmoderns, which was depicted in the literature. 
Future studies could further explore the interrelationship of these three things and 
determine the extent to which they are related. Another area of research that this study 
uncovered would be in the area of political speech and preaching. A researcher could 
explore the appropriateness and proper use of political speech in preaching. Similarly, 
someone might study how preaching impacts the pastor’s family especially as it relates 
to the use of personal narrative regarding their families. 
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Personal Observations 
 This study has impacted the way I think about and use personal narrative. Going 
into this study, I utilized personal narrative in my preaching almost exclusively because 
I believed it was the best way to communicate in preaching. I utilized personal narrative 
in an almost unexamined way. I scoffed when I first read the warnings from Eslinger, 
Buttrick, and Nouwen. After interviewing so many focus groups, however, I learned 
how appropriate their warnings regarding the use of personal narrative are. Though I still 
do not agree with Buttrick that talking about oneself from the pulpit is never appropriate, 
I do believe preachers must be very careful in how they use personal narrative.  
 I also understand more completely how closely ethos and logos are tied in a 
sermon. I imagine if I were to have included McCroskey and Teven’s pathos subscale I 
would have learned how closely it is tied to the others as well. Even using personal 
narrative appropriately and well is not enough to develop the kind of preaching needed 
in the postmodern age. Ethos is closely tied to the logos of sermons, so the development 
of clear and concise thoughts that hold those sermons together, must not be neglected.  
 Overall, this study has made me a better preacher and taught me a great deal 
about perseverance. It has given me new passion to bring truth to my congregation 
through my personality in appropriate and powerful ways.  
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APPENDIX A 
 
POSTMODERN BELIEF AND PREACHING ETHOS SURVEY 
 
Postmodern Belief and Preaching Ethos Survey 
 
This survey is part of Doctoral research being done by Robert G. Couch, a student at Asbury Theological 
Seminary. By completing this survey you are consenting to participate in this research. All participants will 
remain anonymous and all surveys will be destroyed at the successful completion of this study. Thanks for 
your willingness to participate in this valuable research.  
 
Demographic Information (please circle) 
 
1) Gender:  Male Female 
 
2) Age Range: 4-23 24-44 45-62 63-80 81+ 
 
 
Postmodern Belief Survey 
 
Directions: Please respond to the following statements using the following scale: 
   SA=Strongly Agree 
   A=Agree 
   N=Neutral 
   D=Disagree 
   SD=Strongly Disagree 
 
1)  Human ingenuity will one day be able to solve most of the world’s problems. 
   
   SA A N D SD 
 
2) Being part of a faith community is an essential part of being a Christian. 
 
  SA A N D SD 
    
3) All of humanity is part of one big story. 
  
   SA A N D SD 
 
4) Truth is universal. 
 
  SA A N D SD 
 
5)  Most things will eventually be explained by science and other fields of study. 
 
  SA A N D SD 
 
6) Two people could disagree about something and still both be right. 
 
  SA A N D SD 
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7)  The world is becoming a better place in which to live. 
  SA A N D SD 
8) Studying other religions’ scriptures may provide answers for my life that the Bible does not. 
  SA A N D SD 
9) What is true for me may not be true for someone else. 
 
  SA A N D SD 
 
10) Being independent is better than relying on others.  
 
  SA A N D SD 
 
11) I have great hope for the future. 
 
  SA A N D SD 
 
12) I can be sure of what is true. 
 
  SA A N D SD 
 
13) My faith would be strengthened by studying other religions. 
 
  SA A N D SD 
 
14) I am suspicious of how the news is reported on the major television networks. 
 
  SA A N D SD 
 
15) It would be good for Americans to be able to speak more than just English. 
 
  SA A N D SD 
 
16) The Bible has answers to most of life’s important questions. 
 
  SA A N D SD 
 
 
Once you complete this portion of the survey, please wait before going any further. The researcher will 
play a videotaped sermon after which you will complete the remainder of the survey. 
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Sermon Response Survey 
 
Instructions: After watching the videotaped sermon please indicate your feelings about the preacher you 
have just seen and heard on the video by CIRCLING ONE OF THE NUMBERS between each pair of 
words below. Numbers 1 and 7 indicate a very strong feeling. Numbers 2 and 6 indicate a strong feeling. 
Numbers 3 and 5 indicate a fairly weak feeling. Number 4 indicates you are undecided. 
1)              Honest 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 Dishonest  
2)  Intelligent 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 Unintelligent  
3)                   Untrustworthy 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 Trustworthy  
4)    Untrained 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 Trained  
5)                           Honorable 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 Dishonorable 
6)       Inexpert 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 Expert  
7)                                  Moral 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 Immoral  
8)              Incompetent 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 Competent  
9)                            Unethical 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 Ethical  
10)      Informed 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 Uninformed  
11)                                Phony 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 Genuine  
12)           Bright 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 Stupid 
 
Once you have completed this part of the survey, please sit quietly while others complete the survey. The 
surveys will be gathered once everyone has completed filling it out. Once the surveys have been completed 
please remain seated for a brief discussion about the research. 
 
The above scales come from James C. McCroskey and J.J. Teven’s “Source Credibility Measures.” 
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APPENDIX B 
 
LETTER OF INVITATION TO PASTORS OF CHURCHES 
 
 
 
October 10, 2007 
 
[PASTOR NAME] 
[CHURCH NAME] 
[STREET ADDRESS] 
[CITY, STAT, ZIP CODE] 
 
 
Dear [PASTOR’S FIRST NAME], 
 
As you may know I am an Asbury D. Min. student working on my dissertation. My 
research is in the area of preaching to postmodern persons and the use of personal stories 
in preaching and I am in need of involving several congregations in my study. 
  
 I am writing to ask if you would help me with my research by allowing me to spend 
approximately one hour with a Wednesday night Bible study gathering, your Sunday 
night study gathering, or some other small, medium or large size Bible study group in 
your church. The time I spend with your group will involve (1) showing a videotaped 
sermon, (2) having your group complete a survey, and (3) spending time debriefing your 
group about my research and asking them a few questions about preaching.  
 
I need approximately 10 churches to participate in the study. If you would allow your 
congregation to be a part of this research, please complete the enclosed response card and 
rank the top three dates which would be most convenient to your congregation. If you 
choose to participate, I will call and confirm the date I will come to your church. I realize 
how valuable the time you spend with your congregation is, so I greatly appreciate your 
consideration of my request. Also, if you are interested in the final results of my study, I 
would be more than happy in sharing this information with you.  
 
 
Sincerely, 
 
 
 
Rob Couch  
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APPENDIX C 
RESPONSE POSTCARD 
 
 
Dissertation Research Response Card 
Church Name: 
---------------------------------------
Church's Physical Address: 
Pastor's Name: 
---------------------------------------
Best number to call to reach pastor: ________________________ _ 
Best e-mail to reach pastor: ____________________________ _ 
__ We would like to help with your Dissertation Research 
Please rank (1-2-3) the 3 most convenient timesforyour church: 
_ Sunday, October 28 _ Sunday, November 4 
_ Wednesday, November 7 _ Sunday, November 11 
_Wednesday, November 14 _ Sunday, November 18 
_Wednesday, November 28 _ Sunday, December 2 
_ Wednesday, December 5 _ Sunday, December 9 
_Wednesday, December 12 
Our church cannot assist with this research. 
Saraland United Methodist Church 
PO. Box 415 
Saraland, AL 36571 
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APPENDIX D 
TRANSCRIPT OF SERMON A 
“Die and Let Live” by Brian Miller 
Our Scripture today comes from the book of John. It’s the fifteenth chapter 
beginning with the twelfth verse. Hear these words:  
This is my commandment: love each other in the same way I have loved 
you. There is no greater love than to lay down one’s life for one’s friends. 
If you are my friends, you will do what I command. I no longer call you 
slaves, because a master doesn’t confide in his slaves. Now you are my 
friends. Since I have told you everything the Father told me. 
 
And then also from 2 Corinthians chapter four verses eight through ten: 
“We are pressed on every side by troubles, but we are not crushed, we are 
perplexed, but not driven to despair. We are hunted down but never 
abandoned by God. We get knocked down but we are not destroyed. 
Through suffering our bodies continue to share in the death of Jesus so 
that the life of Jesus may also be seen in our bodies. 
 
 I had no idea what I was getting myself into when I answered the call that I saw 
on the bulletin board at the seminary. I would have never answered the call if I had had 
any idea of what was going to be asked of the Assistant Baseball Coach at Asbury 
College. You see it only required about ten hours per week, and as a seminary student, 
well you could understand how a little extra cash could be a great help, and that sounded 
just about right. The baseball team at Asbury College, a small liberal arts college needed 
some help, and for some reason I thought I was the person to do that.  
You need to know something. I really wasn’t a very good baseball player. I was a 
first baseman and a right fielder and about the time I was 15 I decided you know I’m not 
really good and I’m not going to try and play anymore. But I thought this is what I 
wanted to do. What’s more: the help wanted sign said that the primary responsibility of 
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the assistant coach would be to manage and to coach the pitchers! Like I said I was a first 
baseman, I was a right fielder. My brother was a pitcher. I knew pitchers. 
Here’s the saddest part of all. The head coach Bill Brunton was so desperate to 
have someone, anyone to fill that spot, he hired me! Well, we began training in the 
middle of January that year. We started off in the indoor batting cages with the pitchers 
tossing in the gymnasium to gain arm strength. It was the first week that I realized that 
really I had no idea what was getting myself into. The help wanted ad said that it was for 
10 hours per week. But you know how it is with practices. We practiced 5 days a week, 
and practices never really ended after two hours. Then, between setting up for practices 
and talking with the students after practice…well, it was already up to about 20 hours per 
week. And, we hadn’t even gotten into the game schedule. Once the season began in 
March, it was two and a half months of practice on Monday and Thursday, a Wednesday 
game, practice on Thursday as well, a game on Friday, and then a double header on 
Saturday. Then, of course, there were bus trips all over Kentucky: to Pikeville, and to 
Berea, and to Owensboro, and to Campbellsville, Richmond. I really had no idea what I 
was getting myself into! 
And, it wasn’t just the hours. Have you ever been to Kentucky in the middle of 
March? Our games weren’t rained out they were snowed out! We played in sleet, we 
played in rain, cold terrible weather. And then finally, about the time it began to warm 
up, the season was over. We were finished, we were through. Well, I had just no idea 
what I had gotten myself into. I really didn’t. 
“For while we live, we are always being given up to death for Jesus’ sake, so that 
the life of Jesus may be visible in our mortal flesh.” “Greater love hath no man than this, 
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than to lay down his life for his friends.” “If any want to become my followers, let them 
deny themselves and take up their cross and follow me.” 
Twenty years ago, I was confirmed. I stood right in the Chancel area and at my 
home church, and I took the vows of membership with my other classmates there in my 
confirmation class. We professed faith in Jesus Christ. We went on to answer the basic 
questions of discipleship. We said that we believed in Jesus as Lord, that we put our 
whole trust in his grace, and that we promised to serve him with our lives. Well, I’m not 
sure that we had any idea what we were getting ourselves into. 
Oh, it wasn’t our teacher’s fault. It wasn’t our pastor’s fault. No, they’d been 
diligent. Our teacher had taught us what we needed to know. And, it wasn’t that we were 
too young to understand. I knew that I was becoming a full member of the church and 
that I had reached an age of accountability for my actions and for my beliefs. I 
understood that. But, the truth is that I’m not sure that any of us, at whatever age that we 
come to faith, truly understands what we’re getting ourselves into when we confess that 
“Jesus Christ is Lord.” That Jesus Christ is Lord of our lives and promise to serve him. 
Would anyone who comes to join the church know the ramifications of calling 
Jesus our Lord, our King? I don’t think the first Disciples understood that. Even as Jesus 
called them from their lives of fishing into a new life, certainly they didn’t know what 
they were getting themselves into. So how would we? How would we know that the man 
who was crucified, who washed feet, who died that others might live demands us to do 
the very same things? And, still, we call him Lord.  
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This is the basic requirement that Christ puts on anyone who would be called his 
disciple: that she or he would die to self for the sake of God and for the sake of others—
to die to self for the sake of God and for the sake of others. 
Now, that’s not what we discuss in our basic membership class. We don’t really 
cover that in our membership class. But, we probably should. I’m convinced that any of 
us if we understood that when our hearts were first moved by God to follow him, what 
this meant, that none of us would have called Jesus Lord, none of us would have 
promised to serve him with our lives. The calling to die to self so that others might 
experience life is so high; it’s really countercultural, even here in the United States of 
America where we recognize Christian influence on our history. This call to die to self 
for the sake of God and the sake of others is counter cultural. 
It was just three years ago that a statewide [stutter] referendum failed to 
restructure the tax system of Alabama. The attempt was to raise the state income tax 
threshold so that families at the lowest income levels would be given relief. The defeat of 
the plan was difficult for me then and really still is difficult for me to swallow today. I’m 
sure that my friends who voted against the amendment were right. They said that the 
governor packed too many changes into one amendment. And, I don’t want to pay any 
more taxes to an inefficient government. And, I’m starting believe that Alabama is better 
off today because we voted down that referendum and Amendment 1.  
My concern, though, is that the vote showed us that the people of Alabama are far 
too concerned with protecting our wealth, that we are focused on what’s in our own best 
interest rather than what is in our neighbors’ best interests. My concern is that even here 
in the State of Alabama where over 90 percent of people call Jesus Lord, that even here, 
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even here we are more concerned with our possessions and our own comfort than the 
needs of others. That we don’t understand what it means to be called a Disciple. Maybe, 
we just didn’t know what we were getting ourselves into. 
But, it’s not just the State of Alabama, though. It’s really the state of all of 
humanity. It is absolutely a sign of our fallen nature that we are so inwardly focused. We 
support our own self-centeredness with catchy phrases like we are “looking out for 
number one.” And, number one isn’t God; it’s us. And when we say things like, “God 
helps those who help themselves.” But here is the problem: Those aren’t found anywhere 
in the Bible. Instead, this is what the Bible says: “For while we live, we are always being 
given up to death for Jesus’ sake, so that the life of Jesus may be visible in our mortal 
flesh.” “Greater love hath no man than this, that a man lay down his life for his friends.” 
“If any want to become my followers, let them deny themselves and take up their cross 
and follow me.” That’s what the Bible says. That’s what the Bible says. 
 Do you know what my greatest fear is as a pastor? My greatest fear is not that you 
will radically change your life so that you can better follow Jesus. No, there’s no fear in 
that. I hope for that. My greatest fear is not that truly living out your confession of “Jesus 
is Lord” will cost you greatly in worldly terms. There’s no fear in that either, because the 
Apostle Paul reminds us that there is life in that kind of dying to self. Others would find 
true life, and you would experience the power of the resurrection. 
 No, instead my biggest fear as a pastor is that the confession of “Jesus is Lord” 
would become too comfortable for all of us. Too easy for me, too easy for you. That I 
would be guilty of preaching half of the gospel, calling you not to radical discipleship, 
and not calling you to die to self so that God and others might gain.  
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 It’s a basic principle of our life: We are to die to self so that the life of Jesus, the 
resurrection of Jesus, might be known to others. When you and I begin in earnest to die to 
self, this community, this state, this country, the world will be changed. This world will 
suddenly, even mystically, see life in Jesus and the power of his resurrection. 
 Hear me for just a few more minutes. There are great problems in this world. I 
don’t have to tell you that. You read it every day in the paper. You know about the wars 
in the Middle East, you know about the wars in Africa. You probably know that hundreds 
of children die daily in Africa from malaria, from hunger, from other diseases that, that 
are preventable.  
 What specifically can we do? I don’t know. I don’t know. But I wonder, if we 
profess today that “Jesus is Lord,” what would dying to self for the sake of God and for 
the sake of others look like? Could we have such an impact on an entire continent of 
Africa, that the entire continent could experience healing? Could we have such an impact 
that not only do they experience healing from their ailments but they experience the 
power and the resurrection of Jesus Christ and are brought to faith and find hope? Could 
this happen through our dying to self? Could it be that we would live out the words of 
Paul the apostle: “For while we live, we are always being given up to death for Jesus’ 
sake, so that the life of Jesus may be visible in our mortal flesh.” 
You see it’s a rather mystical event what happens when we die to self for the sake 
of Jesus and for the sake of others. Many of you here have cared for either aging parents 
or for severely handicapped children. You understand that mystical event. You 
understand what happens when you put all of your desires on hold so that you can live 
your life for someone else’s sake. 
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Henri Nouwen knows that mystical event as well. Nouwen was a successful 
writer, educator, and scholar when he decided to leave his 20-year tenured position at 
Harvard to move into a L’Arche community in Canada. L’Arche communities are 
communities with severely handicapped adults. Nouwen said that even after teaching 
religion for twenty years at Harvard, that it took being a part of this L’Arche community 
to teach him what it really means to be a disciple of Jesus Christ. Twenty years of 
teaching at Harvard were impressive, but it was his dying to self that really brought life 
and hope to others. 
And so Nouwen’s challenge to us he states in this way: “The way of the Christian 
is not the way of upward mobility in which our world has invested so much, but the way 
of downward mobility ending in the cross.” Downward mobility, washing feet, dying that 
others might live. Maybe, maybe, we just didn’t know what we were getting ourselves 
into. 
Let us Pray: Jesus is Lord. Father, no matter how many times we hear what it 
costs to follow Christ, we’re still shocked when the bill comes. We do not understand 
your ways, O God, but you know the way for us. Give us the hope that will deliver us 
from fear and faintheartedness, that just as we have experienced life through the death of 
Christ, others might experience his resurrection through our dying to self. In the name of 
our Lord, we pray. 
Amen. 
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APPENDIX E 
TRANSCRIPT OF SERMON B 
“Die and Let Live” by: Brian Miller 
Our Scripture reading for today comes from the Gospel of John the fifteenth chapter 
beginning with the twelfth verse: 
This is my commandment: love each other in the same way I have loved 
you. There is no greater love than to lay down one’s life for one’s friend. 
You are my friends, if you do what I command. I no longer call you 
slaves, because a master doesn’t confide in his slaves. Now you are my 
friends. Since I have told you everything the Father told me. 
 
And then from 2 Corinthians chapter four verses eight through ten: 
We are pressed on every side by troubles, but we are not crushed, we are 
perplexed, but not driven to despair. We are hunted down but never 
abandoned by God. We get knocked down but we are not destroyed. 
Through suffering our bodies continue to share in the death of Jesus so 
that the life of Jesus may also be seen in our bodies. 
 
He had no idea what he was getting himself into if he did he wouldn’t have 
answered the help wanted ad that was tacked to the bulletin board at the seminary The 
help wanted ad said that the position of assistant baseball coach only required about ten 
hours per week. And as a first-year seminary student my friend needed a little extra cash, 
and that sounded just about right. The baseball team at Asbury College, a small liberal 
arts college located just across the street from the seminary needed some help, and for 
some reason my friend thought that he was the one to help.  
There’s something you need to understand about my friend. He didn’t even play 
baseball in high school. He played until he was 15 at the park, then realized that he 
wasn’t really very good, and so he quit being a first baseman and a left fielder. He quit 
playing baseball altogether. What’s more, the help wanted sign said that the primary 
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responsibility of the assistant coach would be to manage and coach the pitchers! Well, he 
was a first baseman and a right fielder he had never pitched. He knew pitchers. 
And here’s the saddest part of all. The head coach of Asbury College was so 
desperate to have someone to fill that uniform and fill that position that they hired my 
friend! Well, they began training in the middle of January. They started off in indoor 
batting cages with the pitchers tossing in the gymnasium to gain arm strength. It was in 
the first week that my friend realized that he had no idea what he had gotten himself into. 
The help wanted ad said ten hours per week. But you know how it is. They practiced five 
days a week and practice never really ended after two hours. Then, between setting up for 
practice and talking with the students following practice, well, it was already up to about 
twenty hours per week. And, they hadn’t even gotten into the schedule of games. Once 
the season began in March, it was 2 ½ months of practice on Monday and Tuesday, a 
Wednesday game, practice on Thursday, a game on Friday, and a double header on 
Saturday. Then there were bus trips to all corners of Kentucky: Pikeville, Berea, 
Owensboro, Campbellsville, Richmond. He had no idea what he had gotten himself into! 
And, it wasn’t just the hours. Have you ever been in Kentucky in the beginning of 
March? They didn’t just have games rained out, they had games snowed out! They 
played in sleet; they played in frigid temperatures. Finally, about the time it began to 
warm up, the season was over. He had no idea what he had gotten himself into. 
“For while we live, we are always being given up to death for Jesus’ sake, so that 
the life of Jesus may be visible in our mortal flesh.” “Greater love hath no man than: this 
that a man lay down his life for his friends.” “If any want to become my followers, let 
them deny themselves and take up their cross and follow me.” 
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Confirmation is a great thing in the United Methodist Church. The confirmands 
stand before the congregation and profess faith in Christ. They are asked basic questions 
of discipleship. And they say that they believe in Jesus they put their whole trust in his 
grace, and they promise to serve him with their lives. Well, maybe they just don’t know 
what they were getting themselves into. 
It’s not that our confirmation teachers aren’t doing their job it’s not their fault. 
They teach diligently. They teach what they need to know. And, it’s not that the 
confirmands are too young to understand. They understand what it means to be a full 
member of the body of Christ. They understand that they have reached an age of 
accountability for their actions and for their beliefs. But, the truth is that I’m not sure that 
any of us, no matter what age we come to faith in Jesus Christ, really understands what it 
means to be a disciple of Jesus Christ, that we really understand what we’re getting 
ourselves into when we confess that “Jesus is Lord” and promise to serve him with our 
lives.  
Would anyone who comes to join the church know the ramifications of calling 
Jesus our Lord, our King? Certainly the first Disciples didn’t understand. As Jesus called 
them from their lives of fishing into this new life following him, how could we know that 
the man who was crucified, who washed feet, who died that others might live demands us 
to do the very same things? And we still call him Lord.  
This is the basic requirement that Christ puts on anyone who would be called to 
be his disciple: that she or he would die to self for the sake of God and for the sake of 
others—to die to self for the sake of God and for the sake of others. 
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Do we teach that in our basic membership classes? Do we teach that as a part of 
our education as people come to faith? I’m convinced that if any of us truly understood 
this basic tenet of Christianity that none of us may have been moved to follow God, that 
none of us would have promised to serve him with our lives. The calling to die to the self 
for the sake of God and for the sake of others so that others might experience life is so 
high, is so incredibly counter-cultural, even for us here in the United States of America 
where we recognize this rich Christian heritage that we have.  
It was just three years ago that a statewide referendum defeated an attempt to 
restructure the tax system of Alabama raising the state income tax threshold so that 
families at the lowest income levels would be given relief. The defeat of the plan to 
restructure was really difficult for a friend of mine and it really is still difficult for him to 
swallow. He said that he had friends who voted against the amendment and maybe they 
were all right. He says that maybe they were right in saying that the governor packed too 
many changes into one amendment. And, he knows he doesn’t want to pay higher taxes 
to an inefficient government. And, he even says that he believes that maybe Alabama is 
better off today after voting down Amendment one.  
But his concern is that the vote showed us that we as a people of Alabama are far 
too concerned with protecting our own wealth, that we are focused on what’s in our own 
best interest rather than what’s in our neighbors’ best interest. His concern is that here in 
Alabama we don’t understand what it means to be a disciple. We don’t recognize that 
when we die to self God is glorified and others experience life, even here, even here in 
Alabama a state where over 90 percent of the population professes that Jesus is Lord, 
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even here we don’t really understand what discipleship means. Maybe, we just didn’t 
know what we were getting ourselves into. 
It’s not just the state of Alabama, though. It is the state of all of humanity and it is 
absolutely a sign of our fallen nature that we are so inwardly focused. We support our 
self-centeredness with catchy phrases like we’re just “looking out for number one.” And, 
number one is us. And we say things like, “God helps those who help themselves.” The 
problem is that those aren’t found anywhere in the Bible. Instead, this is what the Bible 
says: “For while we live, we are always being given up to death for Jesus’ sake, so that 
the life of Jesus may be visible in our mortal flesh.” “Greater love hath no man than this, 
that a man lay down his life for his friends.” “If any want to become my followers, let 
them deny themselves and take up their cross and follow me.” That’s, that’s what the 
Bible says. 
 Do you know what a pastor’s greatest fear is? A pastor’s greatest fear isn’t that 
you would radically change your life so that you can better follow Jesus. There’s no fear 
in that at all. Pastors hope that you will do that. Pastors’ greatest fear is not that you will 
truly living out your confession of “Jesus is Lord” will cost you greatly in worldly terms. 
There’s no fear in that. The Apostle Paul tells us that there is life in that kind of dying to 
self. Others would find true life, and you would experience the power of the resurrection. 
 No, a pastor’s biggest fear is that the confession of “Jesus is Lord” would become 
too comfortable for the church. That that pastor would be guilty of preaching only half of 
the gospel, not calling the church to radical discipleship, and not calling the parishioners 
to die to self so that God might be glorified and that others might gain.  
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 It’s a basic principle of our faith: We are to die to self so that the life of Jesus, the 
resurrection of Jesus, might be known to others. When Christians begin in earnest to die 
to self, this city, this state, this nation, indeed the entire world will suddenly even 
mystically see life in Jesus and the power of his resurrection. 
 Hear me for just a few more minutes. There are great problems in this world. I 
don’t have to tell you that. You read it every day in the newspaper—wars all over the 
world including in the Middle East. We understand that in the continent of Africa an 
entire continent is suffering from malaria and hunger, and other treatable diseases, that 
hundreds of children are dying every day. 
 What specifically can we do? I don’t know. I don’t know. But I wonder, if we 
profess this morning that “Jesus is Lord,” what would dying to self for the sake of God 
and others look like? Could we have such an impact on the care of an entire continent 
that they experience healing? Could we have such an impact that they are not only healed 
of their ailments but that they experience the power and the resurrection of Jesus, come to 
faith in Jesus and find their hope in him? Could this happen through our dying to self? 
Could it be that we would live out Paul’s words: “For while we live, we are always being 
given up to death for Jesus’ sake, so that the life of Jesus may be visible in our mortal 
flesh.” 
You know it really is a mystical event what happens when we die to self for the 
sake of God and for the sake of others. Many of you here have cared for aging parents or 
for severely handicapped children. You understand that mystical event. You understand 
what happens when you take all of your dreams and put them on the back burner, take 
your personal gain and lay it aside so that someone else might experience life. 
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Henri Nouwen understood that mystical experience. Nouwen was a successful 
writer, educator, and scholar when he decided to leave his twenty-year tenured position at 
Harvard to move into a L’Arche community in Canada. You may know about L’Arche 
communities. They are communities with severely handicapped adults. Nouwen said that 
even after teaching religion for twenty years at Harvard, it took being a part of this 
community of severely handicapped adults to teach him what it meant to be a disciple. 
Twenty years of teaching at Harvard were impressive, but it was his dying to self that 
really brought life and hope to others. 
Nouwen states his challenge to us in this way: “The way of the Christian is not the 
way of upward mobility in which our world invests so much, but the way of downward 
mobility ending in the cross.” Downward mobility, washing feet, dying that others might 
live. When we woke up this morning and took up our cross to follow Jesus we just didn’t 
know what we were getting ourselves into.  
Let us Pray: Jesus is Lord. Father, no matter how many times we hear what it 
costs to follow Christ, we’re still shocked when the bill comes. We do not understand 
your ways, O God, but you know the way for us. Give us the hope that will deliver us 
from fear and faintheartedness, that just as we have experienced life through the death of 
Christ, others might experience his resurrection through our dying to self. In the name of 
our Lord, we pray. 
Amen. 
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APPENDIX F 
POSTMODERN BELIEF AND SURVEY SCORES BY ITEM 
All 
Subjects Group A Group B Postmodern Belief Survey Questions 
M SD M SD M SD 
1.Human ingenuity will one day be able to solve most of the 
world's problems. 3.57 1.10 3.76 1.04 3.41 1.10 
2.Being part of a faith community will one day be able to 
solve most of the worlds problems. 4.67 0.71 4.72 0.60 4.63 0.78 
3.All of humanity is part of one big story. 1.88 0.88 1.82 0.85 1.94 0.90 
4.Truth is universal. 2.04 1.11 2.21 1.22 1.86 1.00 
5.Most things will eventually be explained by science and 
other fields of study. 3.61 0.89 3.86 1.00 3.44 1.15 
6.Two people could disagree about something and still both 
be right. 3.79 1.07 3.70 1.01 3.84 0.82 
7.The world is becoming a better place in which to live. 3.55 0.99 3.72 0.95 3.43 1.07 
8.Studying other religions' scriptures may provide answers for 
my life that the Bible does not. 1.96 1.03 1.93 1.02 1.98 1.00 
9.What is true for me may not be true for someone else. 3.69 1.03 3.73 1.05 3.69 1.02 
10.Being independent is better than relying on others. 3.12 0.85 3.23 0.86 3.06 1.01 
11.I have great hope for the future. 1.90 0.95 1.88 0.94 1.89 0.82 
12.I can be sure of what is true. 2.18 1.12 2.11 1.05 2.21 0.94 
13.My faith would be strengthened by studying other 
religions. 2.93 0.87 2.78 0.87 3.03 1.15 
14.I am suspicious of how the news is reported on the major 
television networks. 4.03 0.91 4.03 0.89 4.02 0.87 
15.It would be good for Americans to be able to speak more 
than just English. 3.87 0.91 3.72 0.89 3.97 0.90 
16.The Bible has answers to most of life's important 
questions. 1.42 0.64 1.43 0.68 1.37 0.59 
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APPENDIX G 
PREACHING RESPONSE SURVEY SCORES BY ITEM 
 
All 
Subjects Group A Group B Word Pairs 
M SD M SD M SD 
1.Honest—Dishonest 6.15 1.18 6.03 1.24 6.20 1.13
2.Intelligent—Unintelligent 5.77 1.10 5.71 1.11 5.79 1.12
3.Untrustworthy—Trustworthy 5.75 1.37 5.72 1.35 5.74 1.40
4.Untrained—Trained 5.42 1.53 5.21 1.55 5.53 1.57
5.Hoorable—Dishonorable 5.87 1.21 5.80 1.11 5.89 1.30
6.Inexpert—Expert 4.71 1.51 4.49 1.49 4.80 1.58
7. Moral—Immoral 5.88 1.30 5.89 1.28 5.89 1.31
8. Incompetent—Competent 5.55 1.42 5.30 1.46 5.66 1.45
9. Unethical—Ethical 5.76 1.29 5.70 1.30 5.80 1.31
10.Informed—Uninformed 5.35 1.72 5.19 1.75 5.43 1.70
11. Phony—Genuine 5.74 1.50 5.57 1.60 5.82 1.44
12. Bright—Stupid 5.81 1.21 5.56 1.30 5.94 1.17
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APPENDIX H 
PERMISSION FOR USE OF ETHOS AND LOGOS SCALES  
 
Re: Source Credibility Measures  
James C McCroskey  
 
3/22/2006 
To: Rob Couch 
Attachments: Attach0.html; _AVG certification_.txt 
Size: 31.5 KB  
  
 
Hi Rob-- 
First, please consider this email note to be formal permission to use the source crediblity 
measures. We have published these on my website (see below) and indicated thay may be freely 
used without additional permission or cost--just proper citation. 
 
On my website is a listing of articles I have had published in journals (called "periodicals"). If you 
click on this it will take you to the list and by clicking on any one of these you can call it up to read 
(or download, if you prefer). 
 
The most recent article in this area has just been published (item 214). Others that might be 
helpful are items ## 212, 207, 201, 198, and 180. Many articles with lower numbers have dealt 
with source credibility, however they employed less valid measures than the ones reported in 
article 180. Hence, you should not consider these when being concerned about the 
measurement--one dimension is completely missing in those older articles. 
 
Let me know if I can be of additional assistance-- 
Jim 
 
James C. McCroskey 
Dept. of Communication Studies, WVU 
Morgantown, WV 26506-6293 
email: email@JamesCMcCroskey.com 
website: www.JamesCMcCroskey.com 
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